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Supervisors: Jonathan Dancy, John Deigh 
 
 
 

In this dissertation I argue, first, that an Aristotelian/Kindist approach to ethics is 

superior to the dominant approach of the 20th Century because it avoids deep meta-ethical 

puzzles, and second, that we should reject traditional Aristotelian approaches to ethics 

and adopt what I call Cultural Kindism instead. 

The view that dominated the last century mandates that we think of some things – 

e.g. pleasure, knowledge, virtue – as good “full stop,” or good simpliciter.  I argue that a) 

this approach entails a set of seemingly irresolvable disagreements about the nature of 

goodness, namely, whether we ought to be (anti)realists, (non)cognitivists, 

(non)naturalists, etc., b) Aristotelians avoid these debates, and c) we have strong reason 

to favor an approach that avoids these debates. 

According to traditional Aristotelianism, evaluations of living things are, when 

justified, grounded in facts about the species of which the object of evaluation is a 

member.  A member is defective and (thereby) lives a deprived life, just in case the 

member fails to meet the standard for good members of its kind.  Against these 

philosophers I argue that the idea that we can ground (moral) evaluations of people by 

reference to their membership in the biological kind ‘human being’ is at best without 
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foundations, and at worst (for the Aristotelian), pushes us to the dominant approach of the 

20th Century.  

On the Aristotelian approach I defend, it is not a person’s membership in a 

biological kind (or species) that grounds evaluations of her, but rather her membership in 

what I call a cultural kind.  Cultural kinds include parent, spouse, friend, philosopher, 

citizen, and so on, and are defined by the set of ends appropriate to a member of that 

kind.  A parent has the end of the welfare of her children, a spouse the welfare of his 

spouse, a philosopher the end of wisdom and the pursuit of wisdom, and so on.  

According to Cultural Kindism, people become objects of evaluation not because they 

have been born into a particular biological kind, but because they come to be members of 

various cultural kinds.  
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Introduction 

 

This, then, is our first question: What is good? and What is bad? And to 

the discussion of this question (or these questions) I give the name of 

Ethics, since that science must, at all events, include it.1 

--G.E. Moore 

 

A. The first question.  There is a tradition in moral philosophy that consists in 

inquiring into the nature of goodness when it appears in propositions of the form ‘x is 

good’.  To employ ‘good’ in this way is to ask about a particular kind of goodness, what 

Moore called “good simpliciter” and what Ross called “good in the predicative sense.”2  

When something – pleasure, for instance, or virtue – is good simpliciter it is good “full 

stop,” or good “period.”  Analysis of this type of goodness has resulted in problems and 

debates that have occupied philosophers since Moore’s Principia Ethica: whether this 

kind of goodness is metaphysically respectable or unacceptably “queer,” whether it is 

natural or non-natural, whether utterances that ‘x is good’ express cognitive or non-

cognitive states, whether the proposition ‘x is good’ makes any sense at all, and whether 

and how one can know what is good.  In the face of these large and seemingly 

irresolvable disagreements, it is worth asking whether Moore set us down a fruitful path – 

viz., whether the “first question” in ethics ought to be ‘What is good simpliciter?’ – and 
                                                
1 Moore (1903), 55. 

2 Ross (1930). 
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whether there are other, better options available.  That there may very well be a better 

option available is the claim this dissertation aims to vindicate.  More specifically, I argue 

that employing good of a kind to the exclusion of good simpliciter is a promising 

alternative.  The first question in ethics, I propose, ought to be ‘what is ‘good of a 

kind’?’, and the propositions that are to serve as the objects of analyses are not of the 

form ‘x is good’, but rather ‘a good x’, e.g. ‘a good friend, ‘a good philosopher’, ‘a good 

life’, and so on. 3  This dissertation is thus, at its core, an inquiry into the merits of a 

philosophical position we may call Kindism, a position that consists in the claim that 

goodness of a kind can and ought to be employed to the exclusion of good simpliciter.  

The traditional position, according to which we ought to employ good simpliciter, we 

may call Simplicitism. 

If Kindism is to be made plausible the kindist must discharge at least three tasks.  

First, he must demonstrate the troubles simplicitists have encountered in their attempts to 

understand good simpliciter.  Second, he must demonstrate very strong reasons for 

thinking that employing good of a kind to the exclusion of good simpliciter is beneficial 

to the moral theorist.  Third, he must show that goodness of a kind can be used to the 

exclusion of good simpliciter.  In chapters 1 and 2 I undertake the first of these tasks, in 

chapter 3 I attempt the second task, and remaining chapters concern the third.  I should 

like to give some additional details of each chapter before proceeding. 

 
                                                
3 For an attempt to employ good for to the exclusion of good simpliciter, see Kraut 

(2007). 
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B. Chapter outlines.  In chapter 1 I discuss various debates concerning the nature 

of good simpliciter.  The first part of that chapter summarizes and critiques the claim, 

asserted by Peter Geach, Judith Jarvis Thomson, Georg von Wright, and Richard Kraut, 

that talk of goodness simpliciter makes no sense.4  I argue that their respective arguments 

fail.  The second and third parts of the chapter engages with philosophers who have 

denied either that there is such a property as good simpliciter or that it is instantiated in 

any nomologically possible world.  In particular, I discuss Hume’s attack of good 

simpliciter along with the (Hume-inspired) position of J.L. Mackie, who endorses an 

error theory about utterances of ‘x is good’.  According to that position, the notion of 

good simpliciter makes sense, but a) there is nothing that instantiates the property, and b) 

utterances of the form ‘x is good’ express cognitive and hence truth evaluable states of 

the utterer, so c) all such utterances are false.  I also discuss non-cognitivist positions, 

offered by (among others) C.L. Stevenson, Simon Blackburn, and Alan Gibbard, a view 

according to which utterances of the form ‘x is good’ are expressive of non-cognitive 

states of the utterer and are (thereby) neither true nor false. 

The fifth and last part of the chapter consists of two arguments of my own.  The 

first concerns the possibility of some people – those that deny the existence or 

instantiation of good simpliciter – being, as I call it, goodblind, where being goodblind is 

akin to being colorblind.  If they are not goodblind, or if we have no reason for thinking 

they are goodblind (we cannot spot any (epistemic) defect of theirs) then we have reason 

for thinking that those who do (allegedly) see some objects as being good simpliciter are 
                                                
4 Geach (1956), Thomson (1997) and (2001), von Wright (1963), and Kraut (2007). 
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victim to illusion.  The second argument concludes that we lack explanations for why an 

object is good simpliciter (and why others are not); I call this the explanatory failure of 

good simpliciter. 

In Chapter 2 I turn to a discussion of whether the notion of intrinsic value sheds 

light on the notion of good simpliciter, or as it is called in the literature in this debate, 

final value.  Arguments about whether the notion of intrinsic value tracks the notion of 

final value spawned from Christine Korsgaard’s “Two Distinctions in Goodness,” in 

which she argued that an object’s value being final does not entail that its value is 

intrinsic, viz. there is such a thing as extrinsic final value.5  But one might think that the 

intrinsicality of the value of an object entails its finality.  Wlodek Rabinowicz and Toni 

Ronnow-Rasmussen, for example, claim that “[i]t seems to be a general if not a universal 

view that all intrinsic values are final.”6  I argue that the intrinsicality of a value does not 

entail its finality, and thus that we may jettison the notion of intrinsic value.  Following 

that chapter is an appendix in which I discuss the claim that a necessary condition of an 

object’s instantiating the property ‘good simpliciter’ is that there be someone around to 

be conscious of the (value of the) object.  This debate arises from Moore’s assertion that 

this is possible and Henry Sidgwick’s, W.D. Ross’s, Jonathan Dancy’s, and Christine 

Korsgaard’s denial that it is. 

Chapters 1 and 2 are, then, aimed at demonstrating the many troubles that face the 

philosopher who wants to employ good simpliciter.  And these debates, far from being 
                                                
5 Korsgaard (1983). 

6 Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (1999), 34. 
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almost settled, have only spread like wildfire and one wonders whether we are making 

progress or if instead we are at a set of impasses; I am skeptical these debates will get 

settled at all, let alone soon.  But this skepticism, rather than leading to despair, leads me 

to question a premise from which philosophers following Moore have started: that we 

ought to analyze propositions of the form ‘x is good’ when we begin our ethical inquiries.  

After having offered an analysis of the concept of goodness of a kind in chapter 2, I argue 

in chapter 3 that goodness of a kind does not face any of the problems good simpliciter 

does.  If my analyses are accurate, I claim, we might hope to determine whether we can 

employ goodness of a kind to the exclusion of good simpliciter, viz. whether kindism is a 

plausible position.  At the end of the third chapter I distinguish between two ways of 

developing kindism: by appeal to biological kinds and by appeal to what I call cultural 

kinds.  Biological kindism is the position according to which we are to evaluate people, 

their actions, and their lives by a standard implicit in the sort of biological creatures they 

are.  Biological kindism has its roots, of course, in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.  

Cultural Kindism, on the other hand, is a position according to which we are to evaluate 

people, their actions, and their lives by the standards appropriate to the cultural kinds of 

which they are a member, e.g. mother, philosopher, artist, etc. 

Chapter 4 is an elucidation and critique of biological kindism as defended by 

Michael Thompson and Philippa Foot.  I argue that we cannot evaluate non-human 

animals or human animals by reference to a standard implicit in the kind of biological 

creatures (species) they are.  One such criticism is that human beings are evaluable as 

being members of cultural kinds, and the chapter ends with the suggestion that, though 
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biological kindism fails, perhaps cultural kindism can succeed.  In chapter 5 I offer the 

details of cultural kindism, a position of my own invention.  I also offer and respond to 

various objections to that position. 

In chapter 6 I turn my attention to moral psychology.  I argue that cultural 

kindism gives us the resources for a persuasive picture of what it is for a person to be a 

valuer, and how a person becomes such a thing.  I further argue that cultural kindism 

points us in the direction of critiquing the values we have, and that this reveals how 

cultural kindism fuels progress in normative ethics as well as meta-ethics. 
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Chapter 1: The (Alleged) Problems of ‘Good Simpliciter’ 

 

I. The Unintelligibility of Good Simpliciter 

 A.  ‘Good simpliciter’ is incoherent. von Wright, Geach and Thomson have 

argued that it makes no sense to talk of good simpliciter (or, as they sometimes prefer, 

intrinsic value) in the way in which Moore did.  Their arguments, particularly those 

offered by the latter two, consist in an appeal to the way in which ordinary language users 

employ ‘good’ along with the empirical claim that ‘good’ does not function in our 

language in the way it would need for Moore’s claims to be sensical.  Geach, for 

instance, begins as Ross does7: by distinguishing between the attributive and predicative 

use of an adjective. 

 

I shall say that in a phrase ‘an A B’ (‘A’ being an adjective and ‘B’ being 

a noun) ‘A’ is a (logically) predicative adjective if the predication ‘is an A 

B’ splits up logically into a pair of predications ‘is a B’ and ‘is A’; 

otherwise I shall say that ‘A’ is a (logically) attributive adjective.8 

 

For example, ‘red’ is a logically predicative adjective, for ‘x is a red book’ is successfully 

split into ‘x is red’ and ‘x is a book’.  But ‘big’ does not operate like this: ‘x is a big flea’ 

                                                
7 Ross (1930), 65. 

8 Geach (1956), 33. 
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fails to split into ‘x is big’ and ‘x is a flea’, because it does not make sense to speak of x’s 

being big, period.  It is only big for a flea. 

Geach took this as a model for understanding all adjectives and, applying his 

model to goodness, claimed that ‘good’ operates in the way ‘big’ does.  Saying that 

something is a good such and such cannot be split into ‘its being good’ and ‘its being a 

such and such’: ‘x is a good car’ fails to split into ‘x is good’ and ‘x is a car’. 9  Geach 

concluded that, “‘[G]ood’ and ‘bad’ are always attributive, not predicative, adjectives.”10  

If that is right, Geach claimed, Moore has made a metaphysical-cum-linguistic error in 

thinking that goodness can be predicated of objects in the way he thought possible. 

 Thomson has announced her agreement with Geach in more than one place.  In 

The Right and the Good she says: 

 

In any case, it should be clear enough by now that all goodness is 

goodness in a way, and that, if we do not know in what way a man means 

that a thing is good when he says of it ‘That’s good’, then we simply do 

not know what he is saying of it.  Perhaps he means that it is good to eat, 

or that it is good for use in making cheesecakes, or that it is good for 

                                                
9 There are cases in which one says, ‘That car is good’.  But Geach explains that those are 

cases in which “some substantive has to be understood; there is no such thing as being 

just good or bad, there is only being a good or bad so-and-so.” (34). 

10 Ibid, 33. 
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Alfred.  If he tells us, ‘No, no, I meant that it is just plain a good thing,’ 

then we can at best suppose he is a philosopher making a joke.11 

 

Elsewhere, in Goodness and Advice, she claims,  

 

Moore said it is clear that some things are good, some are bad, and some 

are neither…This idea seems to issue from nothing better than an 

oversimplified conception of the way in which the adjective ‘good’ 

functions in English.  When people say about a thing ‘That’s good,’ what 

they mean is always that the thing is good in some way.12 

 

Thomson’s general approach is the same as Geach’s: she looks to English 

speakers to see how the word ‘good’ is employed, though she is a bit more liberal than 

Geach.  The latter seems only to recognize goodness of a kind while the former thinks 

there are other ways in which something can be good, e.g. good to eat (look at, listen to), 

good for use in (for instance) building something, and good at some skill.13  Here she 

seems to be echoing G.H. von Wright who, after sketching the many ways in which 

something can be good (good for, good at, good of a kind), says, 

 
                                                
11 Thomson (1997), 133. 

12 Thomson (2001), 17.  

13 She lists these, and more, in her (1997), 134. 
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[Such a discussion should] show the inadequacy and artificiality of such 

schematisms as, say, the traditional classification of all good – sometimes 

of all value whatsoever – into two main types, viz. good as a means and 

good as an end, instrumental and terminal, extrinsic and intrinsic good.14 

 

If these philosophers are right then Moore’s inquiry into the meaning of the 

proposition ‘x is good’ is fundamentally misguided, for there is no such meaningful 

proposition.  The question: ‘what is good?’ is simply not a question at all.  As von Wright 

put it in a discussion of Moore’s Naturalistic Fallacy, 

 

If one is aware of the multiform nature of goodness, one will realize that 

the general question ‘Is pleasure good?’ is unintelligible, unless the form 

of goodness is specified…When correctly stated, the question must mean 

something along the following lines: Are the things, which are hedonically 

good, also good in some other respect?  And here this other respect must 

be specified.15 

 

Or, as Thomson responds to the question ‘What is good?’: “there is no such question.” 

 

                                                
14 Von Wright (1963), 11-12. 

15 Ibid, 85. 
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 B.  Vindicating the concept.  Despite a wish to see the simplicitists fall so early, I 

am not convinced we ought to think they do for the reasons offered by the above 

philosophers.  I offer four arguments in opposition. 

First, Geach ought to have paid attention to a term Moore used interchangeably 

with ‘good’, namely, ‘intrinsically valuable’.  For if we keep this latter term in mind 

when we perform Geach’s test we see that the test cannot be adequate for proving that 

talk of ‘good’ is unintelligible.  Consider the proposition ‘x is an intrinsically valuable 

state of affairs’, where ‘x’ is ‘someone’s enjoying a beautiful object’.16  We may, as 

Michael Zimmerman points out, split this into ‘x is intrinsically valuable’ and ‘x is a state 

of affairs’.17  Doing so does not look akin to what one is doing when one splits ‘x is a big 

flea’ into ‘x is big and ‘x is a flea.  In the latter case it is natural to ask of ‘x is big’, ‘Big 

for a what?”  It is hard to make sense of ‘x is big’ by itself, and one reason for this is that 

it is hard to understand how it could be true, and how we could go about verifying its 

truth, without a further specification of what it is big for.  But in the clause ‘x is 

intrinsically valuable’ there is no such problem.  We are not naturally led to the further 

questions, ‘Intrinsically valuable for what?’ or ‘Intrinsically valuable for whom?’.  The 

proposition ‘x is intrinsically valuable’ thus seems to survive the test Geach offers. 

Perhaps it is for reasons like this that Thomson does not explicitly endorse 

Geach’s test but instead relies on our semantic intuitions: it just does not make sense to 

say ‘x is good’ or ‘x is intrinsically valuable’, Thomson thinks, and with that places the 
                                                
16 See Chapter 6, “The Ideal,” of Principia Ethica. 

17 Zimmerman (1999). 
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burden on the simplicitist to elucidate what is meant when either of those propositions is 

uttered.  But of course there are elucidations on offer for what could be meant by ‘x is 

good’.  On Moore’s account it is analytic of ‘rightness’ that right actions are those that 

bring about the (most) good; it is thus analytic that to be good is to be the object of right 

action.  If Thomson is not at a loss to understand what it means to call an action right, 

then she has no reason to be at a loss when it comes to goodness, at least as Moore lays 

things out.  Alternatively, one might take a conception of goodness endorsed by 

contemporary rational intuitionists, claming that ‘good’ means ‘gives non-instrumental 

reasons to phi’, where ‘phi’ refers to promoting, protecting, admiring, and so on.18 

Thomson might complain that these proposals are just that: proposals for what 

one might mean, but that, if one consults current usage, one will fail to find people 

claiming ‘x is good, period’ in any such way.  But even if we grant Thomson that 

empirical claim we may simply take the offerings of Moore and others as reforming 

recommendations, and there seems no reason to dismiss those before their merits and 

demerits have been considered. 

Second, consider the following remarks of  E.J. Bond: 

 

I remember being puzzled, as an undergraduate, when my professor and 

my fellow students all seemed to accept without question that only moral 
                                                
18 The concept of intrinsic value, however, might mean something different.  In the next 

chapter I discuss that notion, arguing that it is not, nor did Moore intend it to be, the 

semantic equivalent of good simpliciter.   
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considerations stood in the way of doing what one pleased, and that 

otherwise there was nothing problematic about the pursuit of ends…[But] 

I wanted to find out what was of value, what goals were genuinely worth 

pursuing…My fundamental practical questions were…‘What ends would 

be worth my while?’ or ‘What, of the things open to me, would be most 

profitable or rewarding?’ and ‘How can I realize the most worth or value 

in my life?’.19 

 

 Bond has at least two questions that we see by distinguishing between one’s 

having the most value in one’s life (as he put it) and one’s realizing the most value with 

one’s life.  As regards the former, it is the life the person lives that is valuable, and this 

value accrues by a life’s having things in it that are valuable; the enjoyment of beautiful 

objects and the company of friends, for instance.  The latter – realizing value with one’s 

life – consists in the bringing about of what is valuable, where that value is not, or need 

not be, in anyone’s life.  A wilderness untouched by human hands might be valuable, 

might be worth protecting, and one may sacrifice one’s own life to see that it does not 

come to harm.  With which question Bond is primarily concerned need not concern us; 

what does is that both questions certainly seem to make sense.  The desire for good things 

in one’s life, or the desire to bring about good things in the world (the desire to make the 

world “a better place”) are intelligible desires; we certainly would not take someone as 

offering a philosopher’s joke in the request for a theory about which objects fit the bill.  
                                                
19 Bond (1983), 2-3. 
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And, more to the point, it does not seem that what is desired is “good in some way,” as 

Thomson put it; it is just good. 

 One might, of course, deny that there is any such thing in the world – there is 

nothing that instantiates the property ‘good simpliciter’ – but that is a distinct (and more 

plausible) position than the one that consists in claiming what has been said is 

unintelligible. 

 Third, we are familiar with, and certainly seem to make sense of, the following 

utilitarian line of thought: If one does a one will make two people happy, and if one does 

b one will make fifty people happy.  One ought to do b because the state of affairs in 

which fifty people are happy is, other things being equal, better than the state of affairs in 

which only two people are happy.  By ‘better’ is here meant ‘has more value than’.  As 

evidence that many have made sense of the utilitarian’s argument is the fact that many 

have argued against this line of thought by arguing that it contains false, not nonsensical, 

premises. 

Fourth, we may attack the methodology von Wright, Geach, and Thomson 

employ.  That method canvasses the ways in which ‘good’ is used in everyday 

conversation and we should not be surprised if there is a concept philosophers employ to 

construct their theories that is not found in those conversations.  Such terms as 

‘supervenience’, ‘qualia’, ‘categorical imperative’, and ‘veil of ignorance’ do not occur in 

everyday language either but that does nothing to show these phrases are nonsense.  It 

may be responded that, though these phrases are clearly meaningful, they rely on our 

understanding of other concepts that we do use everyday.  Perhaps this is right.  But 
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Moore took himself to be creating a term that is a more accurate description of what 

“objectivists” about morality want.  The term ‘intrinsic value’ was not in the vocabulary 

but the concept, Moore might say, was implicit all along; all he did was bring it to light 

(just look at what Bond was trying to get at). 

 

II. Denying the Existence of Good Simpliciter: Hume and Mackie 

A. A tradition of skepticism.  Most arguments against simplicitists have not 

revolved around the claim that simplicitists fail to make any sense.  Hobbes, for instance, 

unmoved by Plato’s discussions of the Form of the Good, defined ‘good’ as that which is 

the object of desire.  When we come to Hume we find not only a denial of Plato’s and, 

anachronistically speaking, Moore’s views, but also arguments for the untenability of 

their views.  Hume’s arguments center around epistemological concerns, or more 

specifically, doubts about the power of reason to discern goodness and badness.  In our 

own times, J.L. Mackie raises again Hume’s epistemological concerns along with 

metaphysical and, we might say, psychological concerns.  In this section I articulate and 

critique both Hume’s and Mackie’s arguments, beginning with the former. 

 

B. Hume and the functions of reason.  We find one of Hume’s arguments in his 

Treatise on Human Nature but a more sustained and arguably more influential attack is in 

the first appendix to An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, entitled 

Concerning Moral Sentiment.  Hume’s goal in this appendix is to prove that moral 

sentiment, not reason, is “the source of morals” and responsible for “moral distinctions,” 
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viz. good and bad, right and wrong, noble and base, and so on.  This is of relevance to our 

discussion of good simpliciter because Hume understands reason as that faculty which 

has as its sole function the discovery of facts about the world; it ascertains what there is.  

And reason, he would like to show, does not find in its inquiry any such thing as 

goodness or rightness.  Most generally, Hume’s argument runs as follows: 

 

i. Goodness (and badness) are either discovered by reason or created by 

sentiment. 

ii. Goodness is not discovered by reason. 

iii. Therefore, moral distinctions are created by sentiment. 

 

More specifically, Hume adds premises between (i) and (ii), resulting in this: 

 

1. Goodness (and badness) are either discovered by reason or created by 

sentiment. 

2. “Reason judges either of matter of fact or of relations.” 

3. Reason can find no matter of fact that is the action’s (or character’s, or state of 

affair’s, etc.) goodness. 

4. Reason can find no relation that is the action’s goodness. 

5. Goodness is not discovered by reason. 

6. Therefore, moral distinctions are created by sentiment. 

 



 17 

Hume seems to take (1) and (2) for granted and spends the bulk of his appendix 

defending (5) via arguments for (3) and (4).  But though (5) certainly stands in need of 

defense, Hume would have done well to pay additional attention to (1) and (2), for they 

are flawed in at least three ways. 

 First, (1) assumes that, if there is goodness in the world, it is discoverable by 

(human and (thus) finite) reason.  But it might be that, though there is goodness, we 

simply lack the (intellectual) capacity to know it; God has placed the apple too high for 

us to reach.  Thus, reason’s inability to discover goodness, if indeed it is unable to do so, 

may indict reason, not goodness. 

 Second, as Kant, and Kantian Christine Korsgaard, claim, (1) may presuppose a 

false dichotomy between discovery by reason and creation by sentiment, for one might 

think instead that reason can create, or as Korsgaard prefers, “confer”, goodness.  Indeed, 

that (alleged) false dichotomy is made explicit in (2), where it is claimed that reason is 

only in the business of discovery.  Hume must amend (2), then, to read ‘Reason judges 

either of matters of fact or relations and does nothing else.’ 

 Third, and most insignificantly, (1) assumes that reason and sentiment exhaust the 

list of what might do the discovering or creating; perhaps if we tried harder we could 

hear goodness.  But, lacking a clear idea of a third option, this criticism is of no concern. 

 These objections should not be overstated.  The first of them illustrates a 

possibility Hume missed, but it is a possibility we have no reason to affirm.  What reason 

do we have for thinking goodness might exist but we cannot discover it?  And besides, if 

goodness does exist but we cannot discover it, there seems no reason for us to worry 
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about it, and hence no reason to worry about morality.  The second objection is perhaps 

more worrisome but harder to assess inasmuch as its persuasiveness rests on a promise: 

that it can be shown that (and perhaps how) reason can create or confer goodness (or 

rightness).  Kant and Korsgaard have attempted such demonstrations but an investigation 

of those arguments will take us too far afield.  Here we can only note that we have at least 

a question mark next to (2). 

 Putting the above worries aside we ought now turn to Hume’s defense of (3) and 

(4).20 

“Examine the crime of ingratitude…by your reason alone,” Hume instructs us, 

and you will find “good-will, expressed and known, together with good-offices 

performed, on the one side, and a return of ill-will or indifference, with ill-offices or 

neglect on the other.”21  What you observe, or discover, then, are a) certain matters of fact 

– viz. the passion of ill-will, the passion of good will, the deed performed, and so on – 

and b) certain relations, viz. the relation of contrariety (the good will of the one, the ill 

will of the other).  In observing (a) or (b), do we, asks Hume, find badness? 

As regards matters of fact, Hume claims the badness or demerit does not consist 

in one of these; the passion of ill will and absolute indifference are not “of themselves, 

always, and in all circumstances, crimes,” but only “when directed towards persons who 
                                                
20 Hume’s distinction between a matter of fact and a relation is tenuous at best, for it is 

clearly a fact that such and such a relation obtains between two objects.  Hume’s 

conclusion does not hinge on this confusion, however, so we need not focus on it. 

21 Hume (1751), 285. 
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have before expressed and displayed good-will towards us.”  The badness of ingratitude, 

then, does not consist in a matter of fact, or more specifically, in “any particular 

individual fact; but arises from a complication of circumstances.”22  In other words, we 

are impelled to look for the badness in a relation.  But when we turn to ascertain the 

relation we find only the relation of contrariety.  But contrariety surely fails to “always, 

and in all circumstances” indicate a crime.  That relation obtains between two people 

when one returns ill will with good will, but there we find just the opposite of demerit. 

These sorts of argument are repeated throughout the appendix, as when Hume 

illustrates that beauty, like goodness, is not a matter of fact: 

 

Euclid has fully explained all the qualities of the circle; but has not in any 

proposition said a word of its beauty.  The reason is evident.  The beauty 

is not a quality of the circle.  It lies not in any part of the line, whose parts 

are equally distant from a common centre.  It is only the effect which that 

figure produces upon the mind…In vain would you look for it in the 

circle, or seek it, either by your senses or by mathematical reasoning, in all 

the properties of that figure. 

 

And again, to illustrate that badness does not consist in a relation: 

 

                                                
22 Ibid, 287 (Hume’s emphasis). 
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A young tree, which over-tops and destroys its parent, stands in all the 

same relations with Nero, when he murdered Agrippina; and if morality 

consisted merely in relations, would no doubt be equally criminal. 

  

 There is one difficulty in articulating Hume’s position as he offers it in the 

appendix (and elsewhere) that is due to the phrase ‘consists in’, as in ‘in what does the 

crime or badness or demerit consist’?  On one reading, we could read this as question 

about identity: which matter of fact or relation is identical with its badness?  On another, 

we could read it as a question about supervenience (or resultance): which matter of fact 

or relation is the supervenience base (or ground) of its badness?  I am not sure there is 

enough textual evidence to demonstrate he was sensitive to the distinction let alone to 

settle the question of which Hume intended.  It is here tempting to bring the wealth of 

distinctions and available positions to demonstrate the paucity of Hume’s grasp of his 

question, but we should avoid it.  We can demonstrate some shortcomings of his 

arguments without recourse to such grand gestures. 

 First, we may wonder whether Hume was careless or intellectually dishonest 

when, in examining the crime of ingratitude, he failed to mention the obvious relation of 

‘has snubbed the good will of’.  It seems quite plausible that the badness could “consist” 

in that relation, and that such a relation of itself, always and in all circumstances, is bad.23 
                                                
23 Note, however, that we need not set the bar this high.  It might be, as holists of value 

have it, that a property could result in goodness or badness in some circumstances but not 

in all.  In those circumstances in which it does, we may say, if Hume likes, that the 
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 Second, Hume’s argument is plainly question begging against rational intuitionists 

like Clarke, Moore and Ross.  In examining the crime of ingratitude, they would claim 

one comes to understand its badness (or the “unfitness” of the response to good will, as 

Clarke put it); if Hume cannot discern it, they might say, that speaks to a lack in Hume, 

not in the world.  This question-begging objection, note, is really just a rehashing of the 

objection to (2) launched on behalf of Kant and Korsgaard, as discussed above.  Hume 

was insensitive to one of the powers of reason, specifically, its power to discern goodness 

and badness.   

Hume’s defense of a crucial premise – that reason (or the understanding) does not 

discover goodness or badness – has been found wanting.  But this is not to say Hume has 

failed to raise any troubles for the simplicitist.  To those attracted to empiricism, his 

position is very attractive indeed, for it remains to be seen whether reason really can 

perform the tasks Kantians and rational intuitionists need it to.  Anyone wishing to 

remain a simplicitist, or at least anyone wishing to rationally persuade Hume and 

contemporary Humeans, must offer a persuasive defense of the claim that reason has 

powers that Hume failed to recognize, and this is no small task. 

Hume’s skepticism that goodness is out there to be discovered, we have now seen, 

is grounded in epistemological concerns: if there were goodness, reason would discover 

it, but reason cannot discover it, so there is no goodness.  Fast forwarding to the 20th 

                                                                                                                                            
badness consists in its being a snubbing of good will; that a snubbing of good will does 

not necessarily imply badness does not matter. 
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century we find Hume’s skepticism raised again by J.L. Mackie.  We turn to his 

arguments against the simplicitist now. 

 

C. Mackie and objective value.  Mackie begins his Ethics: Inventing Right and 

Wrong with a challenge: “There are no objective values.”24  He spends many pages 

clarifying what he means by this before proceeding to offer two arguments in its support: 

the argument from relativity and the argument from queerness.  Let us follow his order. 

Mackie stresses that his claim is an ontological, not a linguistic or conceptual, 

thesis.  He is denying that there is something - objective value, or as we have put it, 

goodness simpliciter – that is, as he famously put it, “part of the fabric of the world.”25  

This is stressed because he wants to make it clear that he is not denying the intelligibility 

of the notion of objective value.  Indeed, he thinks the way we talk about value 

presupposes its existence in just the way our color talk presupposes a naïve realism about 

color, viz. that objects are colored independently of the constitution of anyone’s or 

anything’s perceptual apparatus.  As with color, an understanding of objective value 

requires more than conceptual or linguistic analysis.  This is not to say conceptual 

analysis is no part of Mackie’s discussion: the purpose of conceptual analysis is to reveal 

the properties of objective value so that we know what we are looking for when we go 

out looking for it. 

                                                
24 Mackie (1977), 15. 

25 Ibid, 15. 
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There are two features of objective value of paramount importance.  We may call 

one the normative aspect of objective value and the other the causal aspect.  The 

normative aspect of value consists in its being “prescriptive” or “action-guiding”26; 

objects that have it “call for action or for the refraining from action”27 and have “to-be-

pursuedness somehow built into” them.28  As Mackie puts it in a discussion of Hare, a 

world in which objective values exist is a world in which one’s “subjective concerns” are 

“back[ed] up” and “validate[d]” when those concerns are directed at objects that have 

objective value.29  Conversely, no such justification is available for those with subjective 

concerns living in a world without objective value.  The causal aspect of objective value 

consists in its ability to arouse subjective concern, including desire, in someone that 

comes to know an object has that sort of value.  Sometimes Mackie claims an intimate 

connection between the normative and causal aspect, as when he says, “If there were 

something in the fabric of the world that validated certain kinds of concern, then it would 

be possible to acquire these merely by finding something out, by letting one’s thinking be 

                                                
26 Ibid, 23.  Note that sometimes, as in this page, Mackie slips into saying that it is moral 

judgments, not the value, that are action-guiding or prescriptive.  That said, there are 

many places in which Mackie claims the values themselves, not the judgments about 

them, are action-guiding. 

27 Ibid, 33. 

28 Ibid, 40. 

29 Ibid, 22. 
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controlled by how things were.”30  Further, he repeatedly mentions that some endorsers 

of the claim that objective value exists – Plato, in particular – endorse the claim not only 

that knowing it gives rise to some motivation, but also to overwhelming motivation; one 

cannot but do what is prescribed by objective value, providing one knows what is 

objectively valuable.31 

Though Mackie spends much of the first chapter of his book attempting to clarify 

what he means when he denies the existence of objective value he does little to clarify 

what is objective about the value that is said not to exist; does he mean to imply there is a 

difference between denying values and denying objective values? 

Mackie’s phrase is no accident.  When he goes about illustrating the importance 

of his position he claims that  

 

[T]he main tradition of European moral philosophy from Plato onwards 

has combined the view that moral values are objective with the 

recognition that moral judgments are partly prescriptive or directive or 

action-guiding.  Values themselves have been seen as at once prescriptive 

and objective.32 
                                                
30 Ibid, 22. 

31 Notice that, if Mackie is right about either of these aspects being part of the notion of 

objective value or goodness then the Cornell realists mentioned in the discussion of 

Hume have misunderstood what the discussion is about. 

32 Ibid, 22. 
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 In claiming the values are objective Mackie means to claim at least two things.  

First, the values are for everyone.  A’s uttering ‘x is good’ is not meant to be read as ‘A is 

good-for-me but may not be good-for-you’; what is of value is, as Moore said, good 

simpliciter.  Thus, if to be valuable is to be, in part, prescriptive, then to be objectively 

valuable is to be prescriptive period; it prescribes subjective concern and action to all.  

Second, the value does not depend on the desiderative or emotional constitution of any 

agent for its existence.  Our subjective concerns are to be guided by the value, and 

nowhere does Mackie say or imply that the subjective concerns that are to be guided are 

partly responsible for the existence of that guide.33 

 To summarize: objective value a) has a normative aspect b) has a causal aspect, c) 

is for everyone, and d) exists independently of anyone’s or anything’s 

desiderative/emotional constitution.  We proceed now to Mackie’s two arguments for the 

claim that there are no objective values. 

 

D. Disagreement and queerness.  The argument from relativity “has as its 

premises the well-known variation in moral codes from one society to another and from 

one period to another, and also the differences in moral beliefs between different groups 

and classes within a complex community.”  These differences, Mackie claims, “make it 

                                                
33 This last point will become particularly relevant in the discussion of Mackie following 

this section. 
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difficult to treat those judgments as apprehensions of objective truths.”34  What is more 

likely, he thinks, is that “disagreement in moral codes seem to reflect people’s adherence 

to and participation in different ways of life…[For example,] it is that people approve of 

monogamy because they participate in a monogamous way of life rather than that they 

participate in a monogamous way of life because they approve of monogamy.” 

Additional support is offered for this claim – that what explains people’s 

adherence to a set of beliefs about what is objectively valuable is something other than 

their ability to apprehend what is objectively valuable – by invoking Hume who, in the 

appendix discussed above, famously claims that taste, not reason, “has a productive 

faculty, and gilding and staining all natural objects with the colours, borrowed from 

internal sentiment, raises in a manner a new creation.”  Mackie says, “[W]e can 

understand the supposed objectivity of moral qualities as arising from what we can call 

the projection or objectification of moral attitudes.”35 

Mackie’s point is not the crude and false one that disagreement in a subject matter 

entails the absence of truth in the matter, but rather has to do with what the best 

explanation for the disagreement is.  This is brought out well when we put Mackie’s 

argument more formally: 

 

                                                
34 Ibid, 36. 

35 Ibid, 42. 
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1. Different communities have different moral codes; one affirms that one set of 

objects is objectively valuable, the other affirms that a set of objects not 

identical to the first set of objects is objectively valuable. 

2. This disagreement (viz. the incompatibility of the varying sets of beliefs about 

what has objective value) is most plausibly explained either by reference to 

the ability of some and the disability of others to apprehend what is 

objectively valuable, or without reference to apprehension of objective value 

at all. 

3. If the most plausible explanation of the disagreement does not refer to 

apprehension of objective value we ought not to think people are 

apprehending objective value. 

4. The most plausible explanation of the disagreement does not reference 

apprehension of objective value. 

5. Therefore, we ought not to think people apprehend objective value. 

 

Mackie’s argument does not, of course, prove that there is no such thing as 

objective value; it is, he admits, an “indirect support” for the denial of objective value.  

As for how strong the indirect support is, that depends on a) how plausible the various 

explanations for the disagreement are (a debate about premise (4)),36 and b) how 

persuasive we ought to find arguments to the best explanation in general (a debate that 
                                                
36 The most influential work related to this debate has been done by Gilbert Harman 

(1977) and Nicholas Sturgeon (1988). 
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bears on premise (3)).  Neither of these large disputes can be entered into here, however.  

Instead, we move on to discuss Mackie’s argument from queerness. 

We begin with Mackie’s own remarks. 

 

[The argument from queerness] has two parts, one metaphysical, the other 

epistemological.  If there were objective values, then they would be 

entities or qualities or relations of a very strange sort, utterly different 

from anything else in the universe.  Correspondingly, if we were aware of 

them, it would have to be by some special faculty or moral perception or 

intuition, utterly different from our ordinary ways of knowing everything 

else.37 

  

 Put formally, Mackie’s argument looks like this:  

 

1. For an object to be objectively valuable is for it to be “intrinsically action 

guiding,” or to have “to-be-pursuedness somehow built into it.” 

2. A property that has this kind of intrinsic connection to the will of a person is 

utterly unlike anything else with which we are familiar. 

3. We ought not to posit properties that are utterly unlike anything else with 

which we are familiar. 

4. Thus, there is no object that has the property ‘objectively valuable’. 
                                                
37 Ibid, 38. 
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Mackie’s position, in brief, is a combination of the conceptual claim that ‘objective 

value’ is a kind of entity that is “intrinsically action guiding,” and the metaphysical claim 

that there is no such property instantiated in the world. 

The structure of the above argument is duplicated when he expresses his 

skepticism of the view that one could know such a queer object: “[N]one of our ordinary 

accounts of sensory perception or introspection or the framing and confirming of 

explanatory hypotheses or inference or logical construction or conceptual analysis, or any 

combination of these” account for how we could come to know that something is 

objectively valuable.  In other words, positing the ability to apprehend value is to posit a 

capacity that is utterly unlike anything else (especially unlike any information-gathering 

process) with which we are familiar (cf. premise (2)), and because we ought not to posit 

that with which we are unfamiliar (premise 3), we ought not to posit this ability. 

The argument from queerness is somewhat odd; what exactly is queer (or weird, 

or unsettling) about there being a property that has an intrinsic connection to the will of a 

person?  It seems Mackie thinks the queerness rests in its being utterly unlike anything 

else with which we are familiar.  But this is just to say that objective value is new, or 

original, or unique, and surely there are new, original, and unique things in this world.  Its 

queerness can thus not be said to consist in its being unlike anything else; as Butler said 

and Moore quoted in his own discussion, “everything is what it is and not another thing.”  

(Perhaps that it is utterly unlike anything else is supposed to add weight to the claim, but 

there is nothing queer about something’s being utterly original or unique). 
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Maybe Mackie is concerned with something else he does not make explicit: how 

can something – some mere presence in the world – affect our motivational constitution?  

How could it be causally related to action?  But these questions cannot indicate the 

queerness; all sorts of objects causally affect our wills; the sudden scent of a barbecue 

can immediately give rise to a (sometimes overwhelming) desire to eat barbecue. 

This is perhaps an unfair response to Mackie, however.  Goodness, as he put it, 

has an “intrinsic connection” to the will of a person.  That is, what it is to be good is to 

have that connection to the will of a person.  Barbecues, on the other hand, have an 

extrinsic or contingent connection with the will of a person.  And here Mackie’s insertion 

of the word ‘objective’ is now seen as important to his account.  For when Mackie claims 

that values are objective he is claiming that it is something that exists independently of 

the existence of agents.  But how could something both exist independently of agents and 

have as part of its existence an intrinsic (or necessary) connection to the will of an agent?  

It cannot; this is outright contradiction.  Thus, it seems the defender of objective value 

must either a) deny that goodness has an intrinsic connection to the will of an agent or b) 

deny that goodness is objective in the sense Mackie intends.   

And indeed, both of these options have been taken on.  Prior to Mackie, Ross 

denied that goodness has an intrinsic connection to the will of a person.   Ross was, as we 

put it now, an externalist about moral judgment and motivation, a view according to 

which judgments of good (and bad) are one thing, and motivation is another.  That is why 

Ross posited a general desire for the good; he needed to account for the fact that people 

are (characteristically) motivated by their evaluative judgments.   
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Ross, then, endorsed (a).  And this should raise our suspicions of Mackie quite a 

bit.  For recall that before Mackie argues that there is nothing that is objectively valuable 

he first explains what objective value would have to be were it to exist.  It is a conceptual 

truth that what is objectively valuable has an intrinsic connection to the will; one does not 

understand what is meant by ‘objective value’ or ‘goodness’ if one does not understand 

this.  Thus, one must either deny that Ross was a competent user of the term ‘good’ or 

one must retract the claim that the idea that goodness has an intrinsic connection to the 

will of an agent is analytic of goodness.  The former, aside from seeming unfair and ad 

hoc, threatens to stipulate an answer to a substantive disagreement about the nature of 

goodness, viz. whether it has an intrinsic connection to the will of an agent.  But if 

Mackie chooses the latter instead his argument from queerness attacks a notion of 

objective value that not all believers in objective value defend.38 

Others have endorsed (b).  John McDowell, for instance, claims that goodness 

(along with other evaluative entities) is objective, but not in the sense Mackie intends.  

McDowell distinguishes between two kinds of objectivity.  The first is the one Mackie 

intended: it is the notion that what exists is that which is discoverable by the empirical 

sciences.  Put differently, x is objective only if its existence does not depend on the 

peculiarities of anyone or anything’s particular perceptual apparatus.  But there is another 

sense of objective, McDowell claims, according to which something can be objective 
                                                
38 Notice that this debate relates to the question of whether good is definable at all.  

Moore, of course, denied it is; his open question argument is supposed to demonstrate 

that.  For a critique of that view, see Frankena (1973). 
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despite its existence depending upon the presence of certain particular perceptual 

apparatuses.  Color is objective in this sense, says McDowell.  Its existence depends upon 

creatures having perceptual apparatuses like our own, but the color of an object is there to 

be discovered nonetheless.  We discover what color the inside of some particular rock is, 

and we might be wrong about it (if, for instance, we have sunglasses on, or are on drugs 

that affect the visual cortex).  Goodness is objective in this sense, claims McDowell.  

There is nothing particularly queer about goodness having an intrinsic connection to the 

will of an agent when the existence of goodness depends upon the existence of agents in 

general. 

There is, however, another way in which philosophers have replied to Mackie.  

Such philosophers – T.M. Scanlon and Jonathan Dancy, for instance – agree with Mackie 

that goodness is objective in the sense he intends but that there is nothing particularly 

queer about its intrinsic connection to the will of a person.  That is because objects that 

are good have features that constitute reasons for action (or feeling or whatever), and 

there is nothing (at all) queer about a connection between one’s judgments about what 

reasons one has and one’s being motivated to do what one judges one has (overall) reason 

to do.39 

Perhaps what Mackie finds queer, or ought to find queer, is neither its 

unfamiliarity nor that something in the world can have a motivational effect on us, but 

rather that anything in the world can have the normative aspect attributed to objective 
                                                
39 This is where the debate between buck-passers about value (like Scanlon) and non-

buck-passers arises, but that need not concern us here. 
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value.  That is, it might be thought queer that some situation might “call for” or merit 

some action or subjective concern.  I am myself somewhat sympathetic with this but it 

will certainly not convince a rational intuitionist like Clarke or Ross.  One imagines them 

responding with a rhetorical question and perhaps a look of shock: ‘You think it queer 

that a drowning baby calls for your aiding the baby if you can?’ 

Another source of queerness, claims Mackie, is the relation between what is good 

or right and other, non-evaluative features of the world.  He writes, 

 

It is not even sufficient to postulate a faculty which ‘sees’ the wrongness: 

something must be postulated which can see at once the natural features 

that constitute the cruelty, and the wrongness, and the mysterious 

consequential link between the two…but what is this belonging of 

properties to other properties, and how can we discern it? 

 

  This very last remark points to an epistemological skepticism, not a worry about a 

queer metaphysics.  The rest of the quotation does express Mackie’s worries about 

queerness, but it is still not clear what is so queer.  There is talk of a “mysterious 

consequential link” between two properties – the natural and the non-natural – and of 

some properties “belonging” to others.  The sort of link to which he is referring is, of 

course, the link of supervenience (or resultance), as Mackie himself notes immediately 

above the quoted passage.  Does Mackie think supervenience is generally queer?  Does 

he deny that any properties (mental properties, for instance) supervene on any other 
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properties?  Perhaps he does, but that is to express a skepticism far broader than a 

skepticism about the existence of objective value. 

Looking again at the text it seems that what supports Mackie’s feelings of 

queerness – and this is particularly relevant to his claim that a value-intuiting ability is 

queer – is a commitment to empiricism.  In discussing a response available to the 

defender of objective value Mackie cites Price as claiming that empiricists fail to account 

not only for moral knowledge, but also our knowledge of essence, number, identity, 

substance, and a host of other facts about the world.  Mackie’s response is that he 

believes “satisfactory accounts of most of these can be given in empirical terms,” and that 

“[i]f some supposed metaphysical necessities or essences resist such treatment, then they 

too should be included, along with objective values, among the targets of the argument 

from queerness.”40  Here Mackie seems to assume the truth of empiricism and claims that 

those notions not given a satisfactory account by that philosophical approach are thereby 

queer and so ought not to be posited.  But if one rejects empiricism for rationalism, as 

Plato, Moore, Ross, Clarke, and all other rationalists that are Mackie’s opposition do, 

then Mackie is not speaking to their position; his argument is simply question begging.  

In the end, what is queer about objective value is its being believed by philosophers that 

reside in the other philosophical camp. 

The argument from relativity thus looks to be the stronger of Mackie’s two 

arguments (even if the second of the two is most often cited by philosophers).  But even 

                                                
40 Ibid, 39. 
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that argument, we have seen, is not airtight.  One unmoved by arguments to the best 

explanation in general will surely be unmoved by this one. 

 

III. Goodblindness and the Explanatory Failure 

A. Two objections.  In this section I explore some additional reasons for doubting 

the existence of good simpliciter.  The first set of arguments concerns what I call 

goodblindness, the second the explanatory failure. 

 

B. Blindness or illusion?  As we have seen, the skeptics think the simplicitists are 

in error.  They also offer various (compatible) explanations of how the alleged 

apprehenders have fallen into error: the strength of various societal pressures, mistaking 

(emotional) resonance for reference (as Williams put it), the seduction of language (as 

Nietzsche put it), mistaking projection for discovery, and so on.  Simplicitists are the 

victims of an illusion, skeptics claim, and there are explanations of how one has become 

such a victim.  On the other side of things, simplicitists believe they, or at least some 

people, apprehend goodness.  Evidently Hume and Mackie (not to mention Hobbes, 

Nietzsche, Williams, and many more) apprehend no such thing and so are, according to 

the simplicitist, in error.  More specifically, such philosophers are, according to the 

simplicitist, blind when it comes to goodness; they are defective. 

An analogy may help here.  A colorblind person cannot see color.  Why can they 

not see it?  Different explanations are appropriate for different cases, but some obvious 

ones include a blow to the head affecting the visual cortex, a scratched pupil, burnt rods 
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and cones resulting from overexposure to bright light, and so on.  In asking what explains 

the blindness of goodblind people, as we may call them, we are looking for a substitution 

for ‘x’ in the following: ‘burnt cone: cannot apprehend color :: x : cannot apprehend 

goodness’. 

I do not know what might be substituted for ‘x’ here.  It seems doubtful, at best, 

that Hume, Mackie, Nietzsche, Williams, et al. are not as intelligent as Clarke, Moore, 

Ross, etc.  None are perfectly intelligent, to be sure, but it seems that, on balance, we are 

dealing roughly with an equal amount of intelligence on either side.  It also seems 

doubtful that, even if we admit bad or evil people are goodblind, the skeptics are, on 

balance, significantly morally depraved as compared to the simplicitists.  Perhaps if we 

found brain damage in the prefrontal cortex of all skeptics we would be somewhere, but 

barring such a discovery I simply cannot see what accounts for their (alleged) defect. 

It might be objected that the skeptics do no possess any defects, but rather that 

they lack an excellence.  It requires training, or very, very deep concentration, to 

apprehend what is good, and those lacking it are not defective; they are simply not ideal.  

This might be true, but it only puts the same questions in a different place, for it seems 

that Hume and company are very intelligent and excellent concentrators and eminently 

reasonable.  Are we to suppose they are, nonetheless, not as mentally gifted as their 

simplicitist counterparts?  Or perhaps it is not an issue of intelligence but rather of 

character.  But then, we have no reason for supposing simplicitists morally excellent as 

compared to the skeptics.  Now we may ask what is more likely – the blindness of the 

skeptics, or the illusion of the simplicitists?  In light of the (seemingly plausible) 
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explanations offered by the skeptics, and the utter lack of explanation offered by the 

simplicitists, it seems illusion is more likely. 

The argument being presented actually has two stages; let us make the first of 

them more explicit. 

The first stage consists of two arguments, one defended by the simplicitist, the 

other by the skeptic.  This is the former’s argument: 

 

1. If goodness exists then it can be seen (apprehended) by people. 

2. If a person does not see goodness, then either a) the person was not under the 

right conditions to see goodness, b) the person is (epistemically) defective (or not 

sufficiently excellent); he is goodblind, or c) goodness does not exist. 

3. Hume and company do not see goodness. 

4. Hume and company are under the right conditions. 

5. Hume and company are good-blind. 

6. Goodness exists. 

 

Premise (1) is granted by all philosophers we have discussed, premise (2) seems to 

exhaust the possibilities of what is occurring when someone fails to see goodness (save 

for the possibility implied in (1)), and premises (3) and (4) must be granted by the lowest 

level of charity; we may take Hume and company to be sincere when they say they do not 

see goodness just as we take Moore and company to be sincere when they say they do, 

and we may also assume Hume and company are under the same sorts of conditions in 
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which the simplicitists find themselves.  The premise that needs defending, though, is 

premise (5).  On what non-question begging grounds can we claim their blindness?  

Offering ‘on the ground that they do not see goodness’ is question-begging, so that will 

not do.  What would do, as we have seen, is something analogous to burnt cones and rods 

of the colorblind person, but we can find no such thing. 

It is interesting to note that an argument akin to this one is offered by, 

surprisingly, a Moorean: Donald Regan.  In “Why am I My Brother’s Keeper,” Regan 

attempts to demonstrate (among other things) that one’s caring is not grounded in what 

Kantians call the “worth” or “dignity” of persons, that he does not recognize any such 

worth or dignity in himself or in others, and he offers an explanation of their error.  He 

nicely demonstrates the response to (5) I have given: 

 

Lest I offend anyone else by doubting their worth, let me begin by 

doubting my own.  I am not depressed; I think I have an adequate sense of 

self by standard psychological criteria; I think I am not deficient in 

ordinary esteem; I am certainly not deficient in everyday self-centredness 

and selfishness.  And yet, if I ask myself in a cool hour whether I have 

some deep intrinsic ‘worth’ that grounds the importance of what happens 

to me, or that justifies anyone, myself or another, in caring about things 

for my sake, I do not find it…Similarly, I hope I can now decently say, 

with regard to other people, I think I am not markedly deficient in ordinary 

natural impulses to improve others’ lives in various ways…[b]ut I do not 
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see that either these impulses or these beliefs [that his friendships 

constitute great goods in his life] are based on a perception of others’ 

‘worth’…Perhaps I am revealing my moral blindness, but it seems to me 

more likely that believers in ‘worth’ and ‘dignity’ have partly 

misconstrued and partly transposed too quickly into the moral sphere 

certain undeniably important and deep-seated (purely) natural attitudes.41 

 

Here Regan i) claims he has no reason to think he is self- or other worthblind, ii) asserts 

that he does not see his or anyone else’s worth, and iii) concludes that there is no worth 

that he or others have.  Lastly, he iv) offers two explanations for his not seeing it – that he 

is worthblind or it is not there to be seen – and concludes that of these two explanations 

the latter is more likely because what is more likely than his worthblindness is that 

Kantians have projected into the moral sphere what is not there to begin with. 

 On the other side of things – and this is the second argument of the first stage – 

the skeptic has the following to offer.  

 

1. If a person sees goodness, then either a) the person is under an illusion, or b) 

goodness exists. 

2. Moore and company are under an illusion. 

3. Moore and company do not see goodness. 

 
                                                
41 Regan (2004). 
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Premise (1) exhausts the possibilities of what is happening when someone (allegedly) 

sees goodness and (3) follows from (1) and (2) so the premise under dispute is (2).  But 

could the simplicitists be suffering from illusion?  Yes.  As mentioned above, there are 

many ways one might come to think one is seeing goodness when it is not really there: 

societal pressures, mistaking (emotional) resonance for reference, mistaking projection 

for discovery, and so on. 

The second stage of the argument is perhaps obvious by now.  Side A claims side 

B is under an illusion and provides various, compatible explanations for how those on 

side B fell victim too it.  Side B claims those in side A are blind, but provides no 

explanation whatever for that blindness.  But one of them must be wrong.  Thus, we must 

ask ourselves: Is the probability of all the skeptic’s explanations being wrong and of 

goodblindness having no explanation at all higher or lower than the probability of some 

of the explanations being right and there being no explanation for goodblindness because 

there is no such thing?  If the probability for the latter is greater, then we ought to side 

with the skeptics.  And, given that the probability of A’s explanations is higher than the 

probability of B’s explanations – because B has none – we ought to side with the 

skeptics. 

We can make this clearer. 

 

1. If A’s explanation for B’s (alleged) illusion is more probable than the explanation 

B gives for A’s (alleged) blindness, then one ought to side with A. 

2. B gives no explanation for A’s (alleged) blindness; the probability of B’s 
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explanation being right is 0. 

3. A’s explanation for B’s (alleged) illusion has a probability greater than 0. 

4. One ought to side with A. 

 

If this is right we may add the following. 

 

5. The only evidence we have for goodness’s existence is people’s seeing goodness. 

6. Moore and company do not see goodness. 

7. We have no evidence that goodness exists. 

 

So far as I know, (5) is true; I have not encountered any other pieces of (alleged) 

evidence.  Premise (6) is the conclusion of the above argument I have sought to 

demonstrate as sound, and (7) follows from (5) and (6).  It might be objected, however, 

that as the argument stands it is too strong, for (5) should read something more like this 

 

5*.  It is probable that Moore and company do not see goodness (or perhaps: more 

probable that they do not than that they do). 

 

In which case we ought to amend (6) to 

 

6*.  It is probable that the only evidence we have for goodness’ existence is bad 

evidence (or perhaps: it is more probable that the only evidence we have for the 
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existence of goodness is bad evidence than that it is good evidence). 

 

This weaker position is probably the better one to take, but it still strikes me as a very 

powerful argument.  For though it is difficult for either a member of side A or side B to 

admit either blindness or illusion – it hurts one’s pride, and this gets in the way of a sober 

assessment – I cannot see how an impartial assessor of the evidence could reasonably 

conclude that goodness exists, or even that it probably exists. 

So much for goodblindness; I turn now to the explanatory failure. 

 

 C. The explanatory failure.  Generally speaking, a common virtue of a theory – be 

it scientific or philosophical – is that it possesses a high degree of explanatory power.  In 

moral theory, then, it is a virtue of a theory about the good if it possesses a high degree of 

explanatory power.  But simplicitism, I will now argue, is utterly unable to answer the 

questions, ‘how is the goodness of an object explained?’, and ‘why is this object good 

simpliciter and this other one not?’.  Such questions are significant not only for the 

skeptic who doubts that anything is good, but also for one who, not parading such a 

general skepticism, just wants to know which objects are good and what explains their 

goodness.   

To see that these questions are unanswerable, consider an object commonly 

thought (capable of being) good: a person’s life.  How is the goodness of a life to be 

explained?  Why is this life good simpliciter while this other one is not? 
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We begin by assuming that everything that is good is good simpliciter (later we 

will discard this assumption).  We then have two options in response to our question.  

The first is that we may explain the goodness of a life by reference to something else that 

is good simpliciter, the second is to explain it by reference to something that is not good 

simpliciter. 

The first option obviously leads to an infinite regress.  Behind the answer is the 

general demand that the goodness of an object be explained by reference to the goodness 

of something else.  But then the goodness of b is needed to explain the goodness of a, the 

goodness of c to explain the goodness of b, and so on.   More concretely, consider our 

current example.  Let us explain the goodness of a life by reference to something else 

that, we may grant, is good simpliciter: friendship.  The presence of friendship in a life 

explains the goodness of the life.  But then we ask, ‘What explains the goodness of 

friendship?’, or ‘Why friendship and not grass-counting?’.  And now we explain the 

goodness of friendship by reference to something else that is good simpliciter – the 

pleasure friendship produces, say.  But what explains the goodness of the pleasure of 

friendship?  And so on. 

Eventually, then, one must stand firm, and claim that the goodness of the object is 

not explained by the goodness simpliciter of some other object, but instead results from 

(or supervenes on) properties of the object that are not themselves good simpliciter; such 

properties are instead good simpliciter-making.  Friendship is good simpliciter, then, and 

its goodness explains the goodness of a life (when friendship appears in the life), but 

what explains the goodness of friendship is not some other thing that is good simpliciter, 
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but rather the properties of friendship itself.  Those properties of friendship are good 

simpliciter-making.  Of course, one might have stood firm sooner than this, claiming 

simply that a life has good simpliciter-making properties – being one in which friendship 

plays a central role, for instance – without any claim that those properties themselves are 

good simpliciter.  In an attempt to avoid the regress, then, we are led to the second of the 

two available responses to our question, ‘what explains the goodness of an object?’. 

But this second response is just as unsatisfactory as the first, for we may just as 

reasonably ask for an explanation as to why these properties and not those others are 

good simpliciter-making.  Now we are at a loss, for nothing explains why they are so.  

“They just are,” one might say, “but I cannot explain why those are the ones.” 

We are left with a dilemma that applies not just to the goodness of a life but to 

any object at all claimed to be good simpliciter: when one claims ‘a is good simpliciter’, 

one must either explain its goodness by reference to something else, b, that is good 

simpliciter, which starts an infinite regress, or one must assert that a has properties that 

are good simpliciter-making; why they are so (and some others are not) cannot be 

explained.  Call this the explanatory failure of good simpliciter.   

The explanatory failure arose when we assumed that all that is good is good 

simpliciter.  But even if that assumption is discarded, and we assume another kind of 

goodness, we get the same problem.  For suppose one attempts to explain why a life is 

good simpliciter by appeal to the fact that it has things in it that are good of a kind; some 

objects in a life that are good of a kind make a life good simpliciter.  But not all objects 

that are good of kind make a life good simpliciter; having a good tripod or being a good 
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grass-counter, for example.  Why, then, do some objects that are good of a kind result in 

a life’s being good simpliciter and some do not?  This is just the same as our question 

above, ‘Why are these properties good simpliciter-making and these other ones not?’  

“They just are,” one might reply, “but I cannot explain why those are the ones.”  And we 

have arrived at the explanatory failure. 

The explanatory failure may not constitute an objection to simplicitism as such; 

explanation has to stop somewhere, after all.42  Still, even if the inability to explain why 

objects are good simpliciter is not a vice of simplicitism it is certainly not a virtue.  If 

there is another kind of goodness that has the resources to explain why some objects are 

good while others are not, and why some properties are good-making while others are 

not, then that is a virtue it has that good simpliciter lacks; later I argue that goodness of a 

kind is this kind of goodness. 

 

 

 
                                                
42 If we were trying to defend a thoroughgoing skepticism of the sort manifested by 

Hume and Mackie, we might further push this point.  One might claim that the fact that 

one cannot explain why some object is good simpliciter is a reason for doubting that the 

object is good simpliciter.  But if the simplicitist can elucidate and defend a viable 

epistemological position, the objection will flounder, for the simplicitist will thereby have 

a position that shows us how we can know that some object is good simpliciter even if we 

cannot explain or know why it is. 
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IV. The Non-Cognitivist Challenge: A Different Approach to ‘x is good’  

A. The function of ethical utterances.  Mackie endorsed an error theory about 

moral discourse, a position according to which: a) uttering or thinking ‘x is good’ (or 

right, or obligatory, etc.) is a matter of uttering or thinking a truth evaluable proposition; 

such utterances are genuine attempts to represent or describe the (fabric of the) world to 

ourselves and others, but b) all such propositions are false.  They are all false, according 

to Mackie, because they purport to represent the world as containing or instantiating 

properties it does not.43 In endorsing (a) Mackie endorses cognitivism, a position shared 

by his simplicitist opposition.  Some philosophers, while joining in his skepticism about 

objective value, stray further from his opposition by rejecting cognitivism as well; they 

are non-cognitivists.  Let us see how this position creates further troubles for the 

simplicitist. 

 Simplicitists from Moore on began their inquiries with an analysis of the concept 

‘good’.  Moore claimed that the notion pointed us to a non-natural property, and Mackie 

agreed, but the former affirmed and the latter denied its existence (or instantiation).  Non-

cognitivists, on the other hand, think both have looked in the wrong place in an attempt to 

understand goodness.  Understanding goodness does not call for analyzing the concept 

‘good’, or even the meaning or truth conditions of the proposition ‘x is good’.  What is 

                                                
43 It is not altogether clear whether Mackie thinks there is no such property as objective 

value, or if he thinks there is but it is just not instantiated in the actual world.  This 

distinction need not concern us here. 
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needed instead, they claim, is an analysis of what people are doing when they utter ‘x is 

good’. 

 This strategy – of looking to see what people are doing when they utter the 

proposition rather than for what the meaning (or, in some cases, truth conditions) of the 

proposition is – has been employed by the earliest to the most contemporary non-

cognitivist.  Charles Stevenson, for instance, distinguished between two ways one might 

utter a proposition: descriptively as when one records, clarifies, or communicates beliefs 

about the way the world is, and dynamically, as when one vents feelings, creates moods, 

and incites people to actions and attitudes.  Utterances of ethical propositions are, at least 

in large part, a matter of speaking dynamically.  Stevenson: 

 

Doubtless there is always some element of description in ethical 

judgments,44 but this is by no means all.  Their major use [my emphasis] is 

not to indicate facts, but to create an influence.  Instead of merely 

describing people’s interests, they change or intensify them.  They 

recommend an interest in an object, rather than state that the interest 

already exists…. 

 [An] example: A munition maker declares that war is a good 

thing…He is not describing the state of people’s approval; he is trying to 

change it by his influence.45 
                                                
44 Later noncognitivists, like Gibbard and Blackburn, deny this. 

45 Stevenson (1944), 74. 
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Put succinctly, “[E]thical terms are instruments used in the complicated interplay and 

readjustment of human interests.”46 

 Alan Gibbard, a more contemporary non-cognitivist, echoes Stevenson’s 

distinction: 

 

Non-cognitivists think there is something special about normative 

language that makes it peculiarly resist straightforward definition.  

Language, they think, can be divided into expressions that are descriptive 

and expressions that are not—and normative language falls on the non-

descriptive side.47 

 

 According to the non-cognitivist, then, ethical utterances are not attempts at 

representing or describing the world.  But, of course, utterances of beliefs are understood 

as utterances aimed at representing or describing the world.  The non-cognitivist 

concludes, then, that ethical utterances must not be utterances of belief; though it may 

look to some (e.g. Mackie and Moore) that speakers are uttering truth evaluable 

propositions, that is not the case.  But if it is not a belief being expressed when one utters 

‘x is good’, what is being expressed?  Here there is some disagreement among non-

cognitivists but the differences are not particularly large.  Stevenson said of dynamic 
                                                
46 Ibid, 75. 

47 Gibbard (1990), 31. 
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usage of words in general that we are giving “vent to our feelings.”  Simon Blackburn 

echoes Stevenson on this point. 

 

When they [people] value things, they express themselves in terms of what 

is good, bad, obligatory, right, justifiable, and so on…[T]he expressivist 

thinks we can say interestingly what is involved for a subject S to think 

that X is good.  It is for S to value it…[Expressivism] says that we voice 

our states of mind.48 

 

In particular, according to Blackburn, we voice attitudes like admiration, shame, guilt, 

respect, and so on.  Gibbard, on the other hand, thinks we express a particular state: 

acceptance or endorsement of a norm guiding emotion and action, and fixes not on such 

terms as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, but rather on ‘rational’; that terms signifies most broadly one’s 

endorsement of something. 

 

To call a thing rational is to endorse it in some way.  That suggests a 

scheme for getting at the meaning of the term.  Instead of trying to define 

a property ‘rationality’ by giving conditions under which a thing would 

have that property or lack it, start with the use of the term.  Fix on the 

dictum ‘To call a thing rational is to endorse it,’ and search for a sense of 

                                                
48 Blackburn (1998), 49-50. 
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‘endorse’ for which the dictum holds true….[T]o call something rational is 

to express one’s acceptance of norms that permit it. 

 

The utterance that ‘x is wrong’ on Blackburn’s analysis, then, might indicate an 

expression of one’s disgust or resentment at a particular action, while on Gibbard’s 

analysis it expresses not some particular emotion, but rather one’s acceptance of a norm 

according to which those particular emotions are appropriate (or required). 

 

 B. The motivations for non-cognitivism.  We have seen now the essential element 

of a non-cognitivist position: the claim that ethical utterances are expressions of non-truth 

evaluable mental states.  But, aside from observing the fact that language can be used 

either descriptively or in some other non-truth evaluable way (dynamically, when we 

want to change the attitudes of others, not dynamically but still in a non-truth evaluable 

manner when we wonder what it would be rational for us to do), what motivates one to 

ascribe to ethical utterances the property of being non-truth evaluable?  We can see why 

we would do such a thing with an utterance of ‘ouch!’, but why with ‘x is good’? 

 As we should expect, different philosophers have different motives for the same 

position though at least one line of reasoning is shared among them: a commitment to 

naturalism or, more generally, to empiricism.  “Normative talk is part of nature,” Gibbard 

says,49 and with him Blackburn claims, “[T]he state of mind of one who values 

something is distinctive, but nevertheless it is itself a natural, and naturally describable, 
                                                
49 Gibbard (1990), 7. 
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state.”  This is not sufficient to motivate non-cognitivism, of course, because we have 

seen the same commitment manifest in Mackie and his error theory.  Aside from a 

commitment to naturalism – which motivates the skeptical side of expressivism – it is 

typically an understanding of what people’s goals seem to be when they engage in ethical 

discourse.  Stevenson, we saw, thinks people are trying to convince others to share the 

same attitudes as themselves, and because ethical utterances do in fact have an influence 

on what attitudes people take, we have evidence that ethical utterances understood 

dynamically provide the best explanation for ethical disagreement. 

 

Thus ethical terms are instruments used in the complicated interplay and 

readjustment of human interests.  This can be seen plainly from more 

general observations.  People from widely separated communities have 

different moral attitudes.  Why?  To a great extent because they have been 

subject to different social influences.  Now clearly this influence doesn’t 

operate through sticks and stones alone; words play a great part.  People 

praise one another, to encourage certain inclinations, and blame one 

another, to discourage others…Further influence is brought to bear by 

writers and orators.   Thus social influence is exerted, to an enormous 

extent, by means that have nothing to do with physical force o material 

reward.  The ethical terms facilitate such influence…One man says ‘This 

is good’; this may influence the approval of another person, who then 
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makes the same ethical judgment, which in turn influences another person, 

and so on.50 

 

 Gibbard seems to be moved not so much by a desire to explain disagreement as he 

is by observing (what he takes to be) deficiencies in non-expressivist theories.  We 

cannot be descriptivists about ‘x is good’ or ‘x is rational’  - where descriptivism is a 

view according to which speakers are attempting to describe or represent the world when 

they utter evaluative propositions – because it “leaves a puzzle.  It misses the chief point 

of calling something ‘rational’: the endorsement the term connotes.”51  And Blackburn is 

motivated by a similar concern.  Ethics is essentially practical – it is about what to feel 

and do – and any position that takes ethical utterances as (solely) descriptive fails to 

account for this essential feature of ethics.  Blackburn writes, 

 

The reason expressivism in ethics has to be correct is that if we supposed 

that belief, denial, and so on were simply discussions of a way the world 

is, we would still face the [i.e. Moore’s] open question.  Even if that belief 

were settled, there would still be issues of what importance to give it, what 

to do, and all the rest.  For we have no conception of a ‘truth condition’ or 

fact of which mere apprehension by itself determines practical issues.  For 

                                                
50 Stevenson (1944), 77. 

51 Gibbard (1990), 10. 
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any fact, there is a question of what to do about it.  But evaluative 

discussion just is discussion of what to do about things.52 

 

 C. Comparing strategies.  I am not sure these motivations are particularly good 

ones.  It is not clear, to take up Stevenson’s suggestion, that the best way to account for 

disagreement is by appeal to a non-cognitivist interpretation of moral utterances.  For 

while there is no doubt that people’s attitudes can be influenced and even manipulated by 

others, it is quite natural to understand these influences as bearing on the beliefs others 

have about the goodness or badness of something.  A child, for instance, might come to 

believe both that God exists and that God is good because, if he did not, his parents might 

withdraw their love from him.  In brief, just as beliefs about the way the world is can 

affect our emotions, our emotions can affect our beliefs.  As for Gibbard and Blackburn, 

what they say seems right: ethics is practical.  But it is too right: everyone, including 

simplicitists, agrees.  The difference is that simplicitists think there can be practical facts 

while the non-cognitivist denies this.  But the denial of practical facts does not lead one 

immediately to non-cognitivism; it points equally in the direction of error theory.  These 

self-identified motivations for non-cognitivism seem to me, then, non-starters. 

 The major motivation for non-cognitivism – one that sets it apart from both error 

theory and cognitivism – must lie in a fundamentally different approach to starting 

ethical inquiry.  The non-cognitivist strategy of looking to see not what the proposition ‘x 

is good’ means (or for what its truth conditions are), but rather at what one is doing when 
                                                
52 Blackburn (1998), 70. 
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one utters the proposition, is an utterly distinct starting point in the inquiry.  Mackie’s 

mistake, the non-cognitivist thought goes, is to grant Moore and company their 

assumption that our everyday evaluative discourse bears the mark of description and 

representation.53  As a result, he and Moore look in the wrong place – the world – for 

understanding goodness, when what ought to be done is to look at the intents of the 

people uttering the claim that x is good; there you find people venting their feelings, or 

endorsing acceptance of a norm, or whatever. 

 It turns out, then, that non-cognitivism, when its motivation is understood in this 

way, presents an enormous challenge to the simplicitist: he must justify why he starts 

where he does – at the analysis of a proposition or the utterance of a (seeming) 

proposition – and give reasons for thinking that starting where he does is better than 

starting where others do. 

 

 D. Summary and transition.  This chapter has been about some of the problems 

that have beset the simplicitist.  The first of these problems, that the notion of good 

simpliciter makes no sense, has been seen to be no real trouble at all.  The discussion of 

Hume and Mackie, however, along with my own arguments concerning what I called 

goodblindness and the explanatory failure, are meant to show that the simplicitist has 

quite a bit of work to do in order to make his position persuasive.  Lastly, our discussion 
                                                
53 Mackie: “But since this is an error theory, since it goes against assumptions ingrained 

in our thought and built into some of the ways in which language is used, since it 

conflicts with what is sometimes called common sense, it needs very solid support” (35). 
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of non-cognitivism is meant to illustrate that the most basic starting point of any 

simplicitist position is questionable, inasmuch as there is debate among simplicitists how 

one ought to interpret utterances of the form ‘x is good’, viz. descriptively or 

expressivistically. 

 The inquiry into the nature of good simpliciter continues in the next chapter.  

There I discuss Moore’s and Ross’s attempts at clarifying the notion of good simpliciter 

by appeal to the notion of intrinsic value.  Note that much of the discussion of intrinsic 

value has used the term final value to mean ‘good simpliciter’, and I have followed suit in 

using them interchangeably. 
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Chapter 2: Can the Notion of Intrinsic Value Clarify the Notion of Good 

Simpliciter? 

 

I. Intrinsic and Final Value: the Debate     

 A. Reacting to Moore.  G.E. Moore thought ‘goodness’ was a simple, indefinable, 

non-natural property and that our duty is to bring about as much of it as we can.  Moore 

also saw it as his obligation to clarify the notion of goodness, and he attempted just that 

in “The Conception of Intrinsic Value”, in which he claimed that goodness is a property 

that “depends solely on the intrinsic nature” of the object.54  On a standard reading, this 

claim asserts a relation between the property ‘valuable’ and the intrinsic (non-relational) 

properties of an object; we may say that the intrinsic properties of the object are those by 

virtue of which the object has its value; they are that to which one points when asked 

what it is about the object that makes it valuable. 

 Moore contrasts the notion of intrinsic value with that of instrumental value.  He 

does not say so explicitly, but one imagines his reasoning went as follows: there is 

instrumental value and non-instrumental value.  Instrumental value is had by virtue of an 

extrinsic property, viz. the object’s capacity to bring about some end.  Thus, if an object 

has value that is not dependent on an extrinsic property, the object’s value cannot be of 

the instrumental variety; the intrinsicality of value entails its non-instrumentality.55 
                                                
54 Moore (1922), 256. 

55 This interpretation of Moore is potentially controversial, in that it presents Moore as 

thinking that ‘goodness’ is a property that provides reasons.  John Deigh, in conversation, 
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 In her classic article, Christine Korsgaard challenges Moore by bringing our 

attention to “two distinctions in goodness.”  She argues that there is both a distinction 

between intrinsic and extrinsic value, and between final and instrumental value.  The 

former distinction concerns the way in which an object has its value, viz. by virtue of its 

intrinsic or extrinsic properties.  The latter distinction concerns what sort of reasons the 

value gives, viz. non-instrumental or instrumental reasons.56  Final value is a notion 

arrived at by the following line of thought: there are means and there are ends, and unless 

every end is to be just a means to some other end there must be a stopping point, viz. a 

point at which we are offered non-instrumental reasons for pursuing, promoting, or 

maintaining (the existence of) some object.  The kind of value an object has that is such a 

stopping point is value as an end or final value, or as I have put it in the previous chapter, 

good simpliciter. 

 The two distinctions in goodness are important because they allow us to recognize 

the possibility that an object can have final value by virtue of (a subset of) its extrinsic 

properties.  Moore’s mistake, the thought goes, was to think that the only extrinsic 

property relevant to value is a causal and hence instrumental property. 
                                                                                                                                            
has suggested an alternative interpretation, in which Moore’s analysis of goodness has 

nothing to do with reasons, but is rather engaged in a purely metaphysical – i.e. non-

normative – inquiry.  For a different interpretation of Moore, see Darwall (2003). 

56 The literature since Korsgaard has cast ‘final value’ in these terms.  Korsgaard herself 

understands the notion of final value not via a conception of non-instrumental reasons, 

but rather as that which is non-instrumentally valued.  
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 There are a variety of examples offered by various philosophers of objects that 

have final value by virtue of a set of their respective extrinsic properties: the pen Lincoln 

used to sign the Emancipation Proclamation, a wedding ring, a rare stamp, Princess 

Diana’ dress, and a wilderness untouched by human hands are just a few of the many.57  

Whether these cases are good examples of objects that have final value by virtue of their 

respective extrinsic properties is not of particular importance.  What is important is that 

we now have what Moore did not: the conceptual possibility of extrinsic final value. 

 The debate can be summarized as follows: 

• Moore (and Ross): a) If an object has value by virtue of its intrinsic properties 

then its value is final, viz. its value provides non-instrumental reasons for bringing 

something about, and b) if its value is final then its value is had by virtue of its 

intrinsic properties.  In short: IV  FV. 

• Defenders of extrinsic final value challenge (b).  They claim that it is not the case 

that if an object’s value is final then it has that value by virtue of its intrinsic 

properties.  In short: ~ (FV ⇒ IV). 

With an exception I will soon discuss, (a) has not been challenged by anyone.  Indeed, 

two influential philosophers in axiological theory, Wlodek Rabinowicz and Toni 
                                                
57 See Christine Korsgaard (1983), Shelly Kagan (1998), Jonathan Dancy (2004), 

Rabinowicz and Ronnow-Rasmussen (1999), and Lae Rangton (2007).  There are other 

philosophers that argue that the concept ‘intrinsic value’ does not even make sense.  For 

instance, Peter Geach (1956), J.J. Thomson (1997, 2001), Philippa Foot (1985), Georg 

von Wright (1963), and Richard Kraut (2007). 
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Rønnow-Rasmussen, remark: “It seems to be a general if not a universal view that all 

intrinsic values are final.”58  And, as a result of affirming the proposition that intrinsic 

value entails final value, Michael Zimmerman has claimed, “there is no denying the 

fundamental ethical significance of the concept of intrinsic value.”59 

It is not clear to me why this view is so widespread; I think (a) is false.  Thus, 

• My position: It is not the case that if an object has a value by virtue of its intrinsic 

properties then that value is final.  In short: ~ (IV ⇒ FV). 

 

B. Why is this prima facie plausible?  There are two considerations that motivate 

my position.   

First, it is clear that ‘intrinsic value’ does not mean ‘final value’.  Philosophers 

have argued that there are objects that have final value by virtue of their extrinsic 

properties.  If ‘intrinsic value’ just meant ‘final value’ then we could not have even 

countenanced such a possibility; the notion ‘extrinsic final value’ would be incoherent.  

Whether there are any objects with extrinsic final value is a controversial, and moreover, 

substantive issue, and should not be settled by stipulating the meaning of ‘intrinsic 

value’. This is just to say that the claim ‘if an object has a value by virtue of its intrinsic 

properties then that value is final’ is not true by virtue of the terms having identical 

                                                
58 Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen (1999), 34. 

59 Zimmerman (2001), 243. 
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meanings.  Thus, if the two notions are to be necessarily connected, there must be some 

other account of the nature of the connection.60 

Second, in depriving the value of its extrinsicality, as Moore did, it is not obvious 

that one secures its finality.  What one does secure, to be sure, is the self-sufficiency of 

the value; that is, one secures the value’s existence from changing circumstances 

(because to change circumstances is to change the extrinsic properties of an object).  But 

a value’s being necessary does not entail its being the sort of value that offers non-

instrumental reasons. 

My goal, then, is to undermine the following claim: 

 

• C: If an object has value by virtue of its intrinsic properties then its value is 

final. 

 

If C is false, and defenders of extrinsic final value are right, claims about the 

importance of intrinsic value are undone.  In particular, we have no reason to employ the 

term ‘intrinsic value’ in ethical inquiry, for it does nothing to clarify the notion that is 

(allegedly) important, viz. final value or good simpliciter. 
                                                
60 Of course, ‘intrinsic value’ is a term of art and so may be defined however one likes; 

some define intrinsic value as that which has final value and thus allow that an object 

may have intrinsic value by virtue of (a set of) its extrinsic properties.  Most, however, 

use the term in the way Moore intended, according to which to say an object can have 

intrinsic value by virtue of it extrinsic properties is nonsense. 
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It is worth noting at the outset that my criticisms do not depend at all on the 

endorsing any of the skeptical views discussed in the previous chapter.  More 

importantly, the critique does not rely upon an understanding of reasons as “internal.”  I 

work with an understanding of reasons as external, which is to say, an understanding of 

reasons as not needing the presence of certain motivational states in an agent for those 

reasons to be had by him.  ‘Being a reason’ is, as Scanlon put it, a “primitive relation” 

that consists in some object (e.g. a state of affairs or fact) “favoring” some action.  In this 

chapter, if C falls, the attack will have come “from the inside.”61   

The rest of the chapter unfolds as follows.  First, I further explicate the notion of 

intrinsic value.  I think that many philosophers, including Moore himself, have 

misunderstood it.  I then proceed to offer two arguments meant to undermine C.  The first 

consists in illustrating that there are some objects that have intrinsic value but do not 

offer us non-instrumental reasons for pursuit because they are not the sorts of objects that 

can be pursued at all.  The second consists in illustrating that there is a kind of goodness, 

good of kind, which may a) result from an object’s intrinsic properties, and b) fail to offer 

non-instrumental reasons. 

 

II. The Nature of Intrinsic Value 

A.  Conceptual confusion. Moore said that to have intrinsic value is for an 

object’s value to “depend solely” upon its intrinsic nature.  Korsgaard, Kagan, 
                                                
61 Scanlon (1998), 17.  Other intuitionists who employ this external conception of reasons 

include Jonathan Dancy, John McDowell, and Derek Parfit. 
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Rabinowicz, Rønnow-Rasmussen, Dancy, Feldman, Langton, and more have taken him 

to mean that intrinsic value is value that supervenes or results from an object’s intrinsic 

properties, and have proceeded to use the term in just this way.  But after Moore says that 

an object’s intrinsic value depends upon the object’s intrinsic nature he proceeded to say 

that, when he says this, he “means to say two different things at the same time,” neither 

of which we ought to follow him in doing.  The first is that, 

[I]t is impossible for what is strictly one and the same thing to possess that 

kind of value at one time, or in one set of circumstances, and not to 

possess it at another; and equally impossible for it to possess it in one 

degree at one time, or in one set of circumstances, and to possess it in a 

different degree at another, or in a different set. 

 

The second is that  

 

[I]f a given thing possesses any kind of intrinsic value in a certain degree, 

then not only must that same thing possess it, under all circumstances, in 

the same degree, but also anything exactly like it, must, under all 

circumstances, possess it in exactly the same degree.62  
                                                
62 Moore (1922).  Moore could also have claimed, and surely would have, that an 

intrinsically valuable object also has the same polarity in every circumstance and that 

every object with the same intrinsic nature also has the same polarity of value.  By this I 

mean that an object may have value or disvalue.  To say that it retains the same degree of 
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 Moore’s line of thought is presumably as follows: if the value (both its presence 

and its degree) of an object depends upon the object’s intrinsic nature, and whenever the 

object is present the properties that constitute its intrinsic nature are present, then the 

value of the object will remain fixed regardless of the circumstances.  But I cannot see 

how Moore can correctly assert that, when he says an object’s value is intrinsic if it 

depends solely upon its intrinsic nature, he means these above two points.  Rather, it 

seems that if these things are true of intrinsic value, that is because of the way in which 

the object has its value.  Moore should see it as a consequence of an object’s value 

depending solely upon its intrinsic nature that it always has the same value no matter the 

circumstance.  Put differently, it is that the value is intrinsic that explains why the value is 

had no matter the circumstances, for changes in circumstances are changes in the 

extrinsic properties of an object. 

A similar point should be made about attempted definitions of intrinsic value.  It 

is common for philosophers to define intrinsic value as that which is good in isolation 

from everything else, or that which is good apart from its consequences (Ross writes, for 

example, “The intrinsically good is best defined as that which is good apart from any of 

the results it produces”).63  But these definitions are just as mistaken as Moore’s own 

comments about intrinsic value.  If an object is good in isolation or good apart from its 
                                                                                                                                            
value does not imply the same polarity, for it may have the same degree of value, 8, in 

two circumstances but with opposite polarities, +8 in one circumstance, -8 in another. 

63 Ross (1930), 68. 
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consequences, then that is because of the way in which it has its value.  The way in which 

it has its value – and the concept ‘intrinsic value’ is just a conception of the way in which 

something has its value – explains how it could be that something is good in isolation and 

apart from its consequences.64 

These points are not just pieces of Moore scholarship but important conceptual 

issues.  For if i) what was meant by saying that something has intrinsic value are the two 

claims he made, or the claim associated with Moore that the intrinsically valuable is 

defined as that which is good in isolation, and ii) we can find examples of cases in which 

something has its value by virtue of its intrinsic properties but that does not have it in all 

possible worlds (which we will see shortly), then iii) we would have made incoherent the 

concept of intrinsic value.  But if Moore’s claims are about what follows from 

something’s being intrinsically valuable – claims about a consequence of something’s 

value depending upon its intrinsic nature – then the concept of intrinsic value is safe; we 

will only have come to a clearer understanding of that to which belief in intrinsic value 

commits us.   

One might think that, though Moore cannot mean those points, nevertheless they 

are entailed by a proper conception of intrinsic value.  But that is not right either. 
                                                
64 It is worth noting, however, that one might have an account of intrinsic properties that 

defines them as those properties that an object would have in isolation from other objects.  

If that account of intrinsicness is correct – and I will not address that issue here – the 

claim that the intrinsicality of an object’s value explains why it is valuable in isolation 

cannot be true. 
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B.  Entailment confusion. A property’s being intrinsic is not the same as its being 

essential.  The shape or color of an object, or its containing this particular piece (a plank 

of wood on a ship, for instance), are intrinsic properties but are non-essential in that the 

object remains the thing it is despite its changing shape or color or its having a plank 

replaced. 

This implies that either: i) an object that has its value by virtue of its intrinsic 

properties need not have its value essentially, and hence need not have it in all possible 

worlds, or ii) the kinds of objects with intrinsic value have their intrinsic properties 

essentially. 

As for (i):  There are two ways in which an object may have intrinsic value in one 

world but lack it in another.  First, while the object’s value may result from its intrinsic 

properties in one world, the object may lack a set of intrinsic properties in another world 

while remaining the same object.  The intrinsic properties that remain in the second world 

are not sufficient to ground value.  For example, a person may be valuable by virtue of 

having intrinsic properties X, Y, and Z but lack those properties in another world; he is 

the same person though he has lost some intrinsic properties, and hence his intrinsic 

value.  Second, the object’s value in one world may be had by virtue of its intrinsic 

properties while requiring a set of extrinsic properties, the latter of which may not obtain 

in another world.  As Jonathan Dancy puts it, these extrinsic properties may either enable 

the intrinsic features to play a value-generating role (their ability to result in or ground 
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value) or disable those features from playing their normal value-generating role.65  

Examples of such cases are not easy to come by, but Korsgaard offers one helpful if 

controversial example (though she does not have Dancy’s notions of enabling and 

disabling in mind): the beauty of a painting may result from intrinsic properties of the 

painting, but its beauty may be of no value unless it is being viewed by a person who can 

appreciate the beauty.  The beauty of the painting is valuable if the painting has the 

extrinsic property ‘being viewed’, and it fails to have that value when it lacks that 

property.  Nevertheless, the value of the beauty does not result from someone’s viewing 

it; rather, it requires it as a condition.  Not all conditions of an object’s value, the thought 

goes, are things by virtue of which the object has its value.66  If that is right, we have 

another reason for thinking that intrinsic value cannot be defined as the value an object 

has in isolation. 

 As for (ii): It may be argued that the only kinds of objects that bear value are 

states of affairs or facts.67  These are objects that have their intrinsic properties 
                                                
65 See Dancy (2004), chapter 9. 

66 Moore, of course, would disagree with all of this.  He thought that beauty is a kind of 

intrinsic value and does not require any person’s contemplation of it for that value to 

exist.  See chapter 6 of Principia Ethica. 

67 There is an argument here among those who think concrete individuals are not the 

kinds of things that bear intrinsic value.  The argument is whether it is states of affairs or 

facts that are the bearers of such value.  Lemos, and following him Zimmerman, have 

argued that it is facts that are the (ultimate) bearers of that value (though Zimmerman’s 
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essentially; altering an intrinsic property of a state of affairs or fact does not result in the 

same state or fact that is slightly altered, but rather a different state altogether.  

Investigating whether only states of affairs or facts (as opposed to concrete individuals) 

can bear value will take us too far afield.  However, in looking for a coherent conception 

of intrinsic value we do not want to beg any metaphysical questions about whether it 

applies to states of affairs or concrete individuals.  We should thus allow that intrinsic 

value may, so far as the concept goes, apply to states of affairs, concrete individuals, or 

both. 

 

C. Summary and transition. To say that an object is intrinsically valuable is 

neither to make the conceptual nor metaphysical claim that the object has that value in all 

possible worlds.  Nor can we define the intrinsically valuable as that which is valuable in 

isolation from everything else.  Rather, the claim that an object is intrinsically valuable is 

only a claim about a particular object in a particular world, namely, the claim that an 

object has a value that depends upon its intrinsic properties. 

 It is worth noting, though, that that value may not depend upon all of the intrinsic 

properties of the valuable object.  An object may have many intrinsic properties, only a 

subset of which make the object valuable.  As said at the outset, the relevant intrinsic 
                                                                                                                                            
2001 argues it is states of individual objects that bear intrinsic value).  So for Lemos and 

Zimmerman the state of affairs of John’s being happy only has value if and only if that 

state of affairs obtains.  (The state of affairs is said to exist – hence our ability to refer to 

it – but not to obtain). 
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properties are those by virtue of which the object has its value.  We may say that those 

properties make or generate the value of the object, and that the value results from those 

intrinsic properties. 

Having clarified the notion of intrinsic value we may now proceed to defending 

the position that it is not the case that if an object has value by virtue of its intrinsic 

properties then that value is final. 

 

III. Intrinsic Value Without Final Value 

A. A failed attempt.  Two other philosophers have in fact made the claim that 

there is more than one variety of intrinsic value.  One, surprisingly, was Moore himself, 

who claimed that beauty results from an object’s intrinsic properties.  But most are 

unconvinced by Moore’s account.  Indeed, one of Moore’s most influential successors, 

David Ross, thinks Moore was, with some minor corrections, right about intrinsic value 

but completely wrong about beauty’s being the result of an object’s intrinsic properties.  

An analysis of the nature of beauty will surely take us too far afield; let us hope we can 

find an easier means of demonstrating another variety of intrinsic value. 

 Fred Feldman, the only philosopher since Moore that has claimed there to be 

multiple varieties of intrinsic value, does indeed look elsewhere.68  Unfortunately, 

however, he only gives examples that are quickly revealed to be inadequate.  A good 

argument, he claims, has its goodness by virtue of its intrinsic properties. But, assuming 

that a good argument is one that is both valid and sound, the goodness of the argument 
                                                
68 Feldman (1998). 
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cannot be grounded in only intrinsic properties, for soundness requires the argument to 

have premises that have the property ‘true’, which is quite plausibly taken to be a 

relational (extrinsic) property; truth is a relation between propositions and the world, for 

example.  Consider another of Feldman’s examples: “Epistemic goodness[,] as when we 

say that this is good evidence for that.”69  But surely if some fact is good evidence that, 

say, some event will occur, that goodness results from a relational property the fact has to 

the event, specifically, the relation of “probabilifies.” 

  

 B. A new attempt.  The claim we are seeking to undo is the claim that the 

intrinsicality of a value entails its finality, where its finality has to do with the offering of 

non-instrumental reasons.  As a general strategy for undermining that claim, we might 

search for examples of an object that might have intrinsic value but does not offer non-

instrumental reasons for pursuit because it cannot provide such reasons.  That is, we are 

looking for an object that is not the sort of thing we can pursue but may, despite our 

incapacities, possess intrinsic value. 

 Unknowable mathematical truths – Goldbach’s Conjecture, if true, for example – 

may have intrinsic value.  Or, if all knowledge is intrinsically valuable then knowledge 

that the conjecture is true is intrinsically valuable, but unfortunately we cannot know it.  

It certainly is not contrary to the concept ‘intrinsic value’ to claim such a thing.  But we 

cannot do anything about that value – there is just nothing to pursue, particularly given 

that we cannot even know that it is valuable. 
                                                
69 Feldman (1998), 349. 
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There are other examples we can offer.  God’s will, we may suppose, has intrinsic 

value, but one cannot pursue or maintain or protect God’s will.  (We can obey it, and that 

act might have value (extrinsic value because it has its value by virtue of the relation 

‘conforming to God’s will’), but that is different).  Further, the Big Bang, the very 

beginning of life, and the state of affairs in which dinosaurs and no human beings roamed 

the earth may each be intrinsically valuable moments that no one can or could have ever 

done anything about.  In short, there is one question whether an object has intrinsic value, 

and another whether we can do anything about it. 

It might be objected that our use of ‘final value’ is too narrow here.  ‘It is true,’ 

the objection goes, ‘that we cannot pursue these objects, but we can have some other 

reaction towards them, viz. a pro-attitude (e.g. appreciation, admiration, approval) 

towards them.  Their having final value consists in the fact that their value gives us 

reasons for such an attitude.’ 

This objection will suffice for some objects, but not all.  We can have a pro-

attitude towards the big bang, say, but we cannot have a pro-attitude towards that of 

which we are ignorant – unknowable mathematical truths, for instance.  And, because we 

cannot have a pro-attitude towards that of which we are ignorant, we cannot have reasons 

to have those pro-attitudes.70  But if having final value just is to give reasons for those 

pro-attitudes, then objects of which we (or everyone) are forever ignorant cannot have 

final value.  If, per impossible, one could come to know of the object and its value, then 
                                                
70 At least, not if we take it that ‘oughts’ are built out of reasons and that ought implies 

can. 
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one would have reason to have a pro-attitude towards it, but that is just to say that it 

would come to have final value if we could come to know of the object, not that it now 

has final value. 

 If these examples persuade – indeed, even if they do not but we can coherently 

conceive of trying to think of them – then we can conceive of objects that have intrinsic 

value that do not have final value. 

 That is my first attempt at undermining C.  My second attempt, as mentioned, 

consists in demonstrating that goodness of a kind is a kind of goodness that can result 

from an object’s intrinsic properties though we have no non-instrumental reasons to 

pursue it.  Much of this objection relies on a firm understanding of goodness of a kind; I 

turn to elucidating that notion now. 

 

III. What is Good of a Kind? 

A. The general account.  For an object to be good of a kind it must be a member 

of a kind that is constituted by this: that members of the kind have a function or serve an 

end.  A good member performs the function well or pursues the end effectively.71  

                                                
71 This is perhaps too strong; it might be that some kinds have members that are good of 

that kind but that is not because they fulfill a function or pursue an end well.  An 

innovative work of art, for example, may be judged a good one though it defies the 

current criteria by which an artwork is judged; such works of art force us to rethink our 

criteria.  I am open to discovering that there are more than functions and ends that 
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Familiar examples include kinds that fall under the category ‘instrument’; we may call 

them instrumental kinds.  A knife has the function of cutting, and so a good knife is one 

that cuts well.  But there are also what we may call cultural kinds.  The kinds I have in 

mind here include: parent, spouse, friend, philosopher, citizen, samurai, and so on.  

Cultural kinds are the sorts of things a person can be, and are defined not by a function 

but by, at least in part, a set of ends.  To take some familiar examples, a hedonist has the 

end of experiencing pleasure, a philosopher has the ends of pursuing wisdom and having 

wisdom (the means to the end is itself an end), and a parent has the end of the welfare of 

her children.  A good x, where ‘x’ is a cultural kind, is one that pursues the ends of an x 

well.  A good hedonist is one adept at acquiring pleasure, a good philosopher is one who 

pursues wisdom effectively and acquires wisdom, and a good parent is one who 

effectively pursues the welfare of her children.  Note that these are conceptual truths.  

Recognizing that the end of a hedonist is pleasure, the end of a philosopher wisdom, and 

the end of a mother her child’s welfare, is a matter of conceptual competence with 

‘hedonist’, ‘philosopher’, and ‘mother’, respectively.  If one thinks a person adept at 

dissecting frogs is, ipso facto, a good philosopher, then one does not understand what 

‘philosopher’ means. 

There are two ways one might misunderstand the notion of good of a kind I 

should like to highlight. 

                                                                                                                                            
provide standards of evaluation for a kind; that helps far more than hinders the point I am 

driving at here. 
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First, we should not be misled by phrases of the form ‘a good x’; such a phrase 

may not indicate goodness of a kind.  To say, “This is good weather,” is not to make a 

judgment about this weather being good of the kind ‘weather’; weather as such does not 

have a function or end by which one could evaluate it.  One is not evaluating weather as 

weather, but rather as, say, a condition conducive to kite flying. 

Second, it is easy, especially when considering instrumental kinds, to confuse the 

notion of instrumental value with the notion of good of a kind.  To guard against this, and 

to further elucidate our target concept, let us introduce some distinctions that will prove 

useful. 

 

B. Instrumental value and good of a kind.  Let us consider the relations among 

three distinct notions: i) instrumental value, ii) good of a kind, and iii) the properties that 

make an object good of its kind. 

As for (i): An object’s instrumental value is its capacity to be employed in such a 

way that some end can be brought about.  The object may be an artifact (as a knife is) 

though it need not be; a fallen branch can have instrumental value, as when one uses it to 

retrieve a kite from a tree.  Nor must it be an object that can be employed in action; rain 

or the moonlight, for example, can have instrumental value.72 
                                                
72 Some might complain that we are being too catholic with our use of the term 

‘instrumental value’ when we apply it to rain or moonlight.  Only instruments can have 

instrumental value, one might claim, and neither rain nor moonlight are instruments.  The 

catholic use of the term in this paper is of no consequence; there is no need to come down 
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As for (ii): We begin with a distinction between X being a good K and X being as 

good as a K, where ‘X’ is some particular object and ‘K’ is a kind of object.  We may 

have a knife that is a good knife, or more specifically we may assume a specialty knife, a 

good puncturing-knife.  But we may have another object that is not a puncturing-knife 

that is nonetheless as good as a puncturing-knife; a sharp screwdriver, for instance. 

Suppose the knife and the screwdriver puncture equally effectively; they have 

equal instrumental value.  But though they have equal instrumental value they are not 

both good knives, for one is not even a knife at all.  Being a good knife is not, then, 

simply a matter of having instrumental value pertaining to the puncturing (or cutting or 

whatever else) of things.  Rather, to be a good knife is to be an instrument that is a) useful 

in the bringing about of certain ends, e.g. something punctured, cut, etc., and b) a member 

of a kind that has associated with it a characteristic function, e.g. puncturing, cutting, 

etc.73  That is what it is to be a good knife.  But it does not say what makes a knife a good 

knife. 

 As for (iii): Those properties that make the knife good of its kind are its (causal) 

powers to bring about certain ends when used in a certain way, e.g. the power to cut, and 
                                                                                                                                            
on one side or the other.  It is also worth mentioning that ‘instrumental value’ is not the 

same as ‘value as a means’.  Only actions are means to ends and so only those are the 

things that can have value as means. 

73 This leaves out certain complications that we may ignore for the purposes of this paper: 

to be a knife may require, for instance, that it have certain morphological characteristics, 

or that it was produced by someone with an intention to produce a knife. 
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it gets those powers from other of its properties, e.g. a sharp blade, a solid handle, being 

well-balanced, etc.74 

 Notice that the properties that result in the goodness of an object of its kind can be 

intrinsic properties.  In the case of a philosopher, for instance, it might be his intelligence, 

open-mindedness, and reasonableness that are his good philosopher-making properties.  

We may say, then, that the value an object has when it is had of its kind may be a variety 

of intrinsic value; the object’s value results from its intrinsic properties.75 

 

C. An objection to C.  We are now in a position to deny the claim, asserted by 

Rabinowicz and Rønnow-Rasmussen, that “all intrinsic values are final values.”  When 

an object has a goodness of its kind we may have a non-instrumental reason to promote 
                                                
74 Note that we cannot simply think that (a) and (b), in the preceding paragraph, are the 

good-making features.  ‘Is a knife’ is not a property that makes a knife a good knife.  It is 

not the case that all knives have at least a little goodness just by virtue of being knives.  

Instead, ‘is a knife’ is a property that is a necessary and sufficient condition for an objects 

being the sort of thing that can be a good knife. 

75 As I will soon remark below, there are other cases of objects that are good of their 

respective kinds whose good-making properties are combinations of (a set of) intrinsic 

and extrinsic properties, or just extrinsic properties.  In fact, I have had some people tell 

me that this is the case with the knife.  But it is not crucial for you to agree with me on 

this example – the point is a conceptual one; the example is provided for the sake of 

something a little more concrete. 
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or pursue or maintain that object.  We may have non-instrumental reasons to maintain a 

good Stradivarius, for example, even if it will never be played again.76  But we certainly 

do not have non-instrumental reason to pursue or promote all objects that are good of 

their respective kinds.  We do not have non-instrumental reasons to promote good 

murders or good concentration camps, let alone good murderers or good concentration 

camp guards.  Thus, there are objects in this world that have a value that results from 

their respective intrinsic properties that we do not have non-instrumental reason to 

pursue. 

 

D. Summary and transition.  This chapter began with Moore’s distinction between 

intrinsic and instrumental value.  We then introduced Korsgaard’s two distinctions in 

goodness and saw a) a possibility Moore did not recognize, namely, extrinsic final value, 

and b) that if ‘intrinsic value’ and ‘final value’ are to be necessarily connected it cannot 

be because they mean the same thing.  I then set out to illustrate that the intrinsicality of a 

value does not entail its finality, first, by way of counterexample, and second, by way of 

demonstrating a variety of goodness that can result from intrinsic properties of an object 

without offering us non-instrumental reasons for pursuit.  I thus conclude that the 

simplicitist gains no ground by appealing to the notion of intrinsic value; it neither entails 

nor is entailed by the notion of central importance to the simplicitist, good simpliciter. 

                                                
76 It is worth keeping in mind that, as stated at the beginning of this chapter, I am 

granting, for the sake of argument, externalism about normative reasons. 
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As I mentioned in the introduction to this dissertation, Moore claimed the first 

question in ethics is ‘what is good simpliciter?’.  But when we combine this most recent 

failure of the simplicitist to elucidate the notion of good simpliciter with the many 

troubles for him presented in the previous chapter, we may begin to wonder whether 

Moore set us down the right path.  We have had a proliferation of complex and 

interesting positions since Moore, but it does not seem we are headed anywhere near 

resolution.  The positive thesis of this dissertation – that goodness of a kind can and 

should be employed in ethical inquiry to the exclusion of good simpliciter – gets its initial 

motivation from assigning a very low probability to a state of affairs in which progress 

towards agreement is made.  That is, given that we are all aiming at the truth, progress 

should tend towards more and more agreement, while all we have is more and more 

disagreement.  This is not to say that I know for sure that progress is not occurring; 

perhaps if the timeline goes on we will see that this rampant disagreement is the prelude 

to agreement.77  Still, it is worth looking for a way of doing ethics that can avoid the 

deeply entrenched disagreements discussed (not to mention the many that have not been 

discussed).  In that vein I begin the next chapter with further probing of the notion of 

goodness of a kind.  Most of the analysis of that concept has already occurred, but I want 

to show that it is a kind of goodness that avoids the epistemological, metaphysical, and 

semantic troubles that plague simplicitists.  If it does, then it seems we have reason – I 
                                                
77 Nietzsche puts this point nicely in Beyond Good and Evil, section 280: “‘Too bad! 

What? Is he not going — backwards?’ — Yes! But you understand him badly if you 

complain about it. He is going backwards like someone who wants to take a great leap’.” 
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would say strong reason – to attempt to use it to the exclusion of good simpliciter.  

Whether such a thing can be done is taken up in future chapters. 

 

Appendix to Chapter 2: Goodness without People 

 A. Moore’s beautiful world.  Moore thought that an object could be good in 

isolation from everything else, including human apprehension of the object and its value.  

Indeed, he thought that a method for ascertaining what is good and what is bad is to 

imagine it in isolation from everything else; this way one cannot mistake instrumental 

value for non-instrumental value.  One illustration of this point leads Moore to the 

following line of thought.  Imagine two possible worlds, one of the most imaginable 

beauty and the other of unbounded ugliness, neither of which contains anyone to 

observe/contemplate it.  “Would it not be well,” Moore asks, “to do what we could to 

produce it [the beautiful world] rather than the other?  Certainly I cannot help thinking 

that it would”.78  But many philosophers have thought Moore wrong on this point.  In this 

appendix I defend Moore against their various attacks. 

  

B.  Responses to Moore.  Moore was responding to Sidgwick when he wrote this, 

who said that “no one would consider it rational to aim at the production of beauty in 

external nature, apart from any possible contemplation of it by human beings,” though he 

could just as well have been replying to Ross had Ross not written after Moore that, 

 
                                                
78 Moore (1903), 135. 



 79 

It might of course be objected that there are or may be intrinsic goods that 

are not states of mind or relations between states of mind at all, but in this 

suggestion I can find no plausibility.  Contemplate any imaginary universe 

from which you suppose mind entirely absent, and you will fail to find 

anything in it that you can call good in itself.79 

 

 Unlike Sidgwick, Ross does more than assert that he thinks such a universe lacks 

value.  He offers an argument, albeit a very condensed one, that Moore’s thought 

experiment is fundamentally misguided: 

 

[I]n any assignment of intrinsic value to a mindless universe or to anything 

in it there is a surreptitious introduction of a subjective factor, namely of 

oneself imagined as contemplating such a universe or the things in it.80 

 

Unfortunately, Ross does not elaborate on this point.  From what I can gather, the idea is 

that any attempt to imagine a world containing no minds is self-undermining inasmuch as 

the mind of the imaginer is always there.  But even if it is true that in any imagined world 

there is the mind of the imaginer (though I can see no reason for insisting upon that 

either), it does not follow that any world without people cannot contain value.  Ross’s 

point may speak to an epistemological issue, specifically, that our own minds always get 
                                                
79 Ross (1930), 140. 

80 Ibid, 130-1. 
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in the way of determining whether a world without minds could have any value.  But that 

does not imply that a mindless world can have no value, only that we could not know of 

such a world. 

 Jonathan Dancy also criticizes Moore, though he conceives of the thought 

experiment as a “test” rather than a suggested methodology; if an object can be thought 

of in isolation from everything else and still considered valuable, it passes the test, and so 

is finally valuable, and if it fails the test it must not be of final value. 

 Dancy claims that “the question whether an instance of aesthetic appreciation 

would still have value if it were the only thing in the universe is just too bizarre to stand 

as an appropriate test”, but he does not say exactly what is bizarre about it.81  He does, 

however, offer several examples of objects he thinks valuable but that do not pass the 

test; a happy marriage, for example, is valuable, but requires a set of external conditions 

to exist.  It thus cannot be imagined to exist in a universe in isolation from anything 

else.82 

                                                
81 Dancy (2004), 166. 

82 In Dancy’s terms, this is an example of an object that has intrinsic value but also have 

certain “enabling conditions,” that is, those conditions that must obtain if the value-

resulting properties are to play their role as value-resulting.  See Chapters 2 and 9 of his 

Ethics Without Principles.  Notice that his enabling conditions are distinct from my 

explanatory properties.  Enabling conditions are just necessary conditions, but they do not 

explain the value that results from the properties they enable to play their value-resulting 
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But the examples Dancy offers do not speak to the case of whether an object may 

be valuable in a universe containing no minds.  Instead, the problem Dancy is raising is 

that the test cannot allow for extrinsic final value, nor can it allow for what he calls 

“intrinsic value with an enabling condition.”  That sort of value, Dancy may claim, is 

conceptually possible, and there may be actual objects having that sort of value, but the 

test is a methodology that precludes the possibility.  Thus, the test is biased in that it only 

allows for intrinsic value (that is, a value that results only from its intrinsic properties). 

We may grant Dancy this, and conclude that the test is not a good one because it 

churns out false negatives; there are objects that are valuable (presumably we know that 

they are valuable through other methodologies) that the test says are not valuable.  But 

Dancy has not shown that the test churns out false positives.  Thus, so far as Dancy’s 

arguments go, Moore’s claim that the beautiful world is valuable in isolation is 

unscathed. 

Christine Korsgaard may not have described Moore’s thought experiment as 

“bizarre” but perhaps she would agree to call it “irrelevant.”  She considers a case in 

which a beautiful painting is locked up where no one will ever see it again and asks 

whether it is valuable.  She writes: 

 

These are curious puzzles: and Moore’s isolation test seems to force us to 

ask the metaphysical–sounding question whether the painting has this 
                                                                                                                                            
role.  That a state sanction is required for marriage does nothing to explain the marriage’s 

value. 
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property, intrinsic value, or not.  Yet we know what the practically 

relevant property of the painting is: it is its beauty.  Now on the Kantian 

type of account we can say that the painting is valuable for its own sake, 

yet so long as it remains locked up and unseen, it is no good at all.  The 

condition of its goodness – the condition of the goodness of its beauty – is 

not met.  That condition is that the painting be viewed.83 

 

Evidently Korsgaard thinks that a condition of an object’s being good is that it be 

observed or employed or some other non-trivial relation to a person.  When it does not 

bear any such relation – when it is locked up in a closet and cannot be admired by anyone 

– it is “no good at all.”  Korsgaard point, then, put in terms Dancy uses, is that a disabling 

condition for all goodness is its not being observed, etc. by anyone.  But then, what 

reason do we have for thinking this really is a disabling feature?  Unfortunately, 

Korsgaard offers nothing in response to this question. 

Further, Korsgaard seems to think that it is a “metaphysical-sounding question” 

whether the beautiful object has value, which, she thinks, is therefore not a “practical” 

question.  But Moore certainly thought otherwise: 

 

[I]f it be admitted that, supposing no greater good were at all attainable, 

then beauty must in itself be regarded as a greater good than ugliness; if it 

be admitted that, in that case, we should not be left without any reason for 
                                                
83 Korsgaard, (1983), 186. 
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preferring one course of action to another, we should not be left without 

any duty whatever, but that it would then be our positive duty to make the 

world more beautiful, so far as we were able, since nothing better than 

beauty could then result from our efforts.84 

 

Korsgaard denies this, but she has not offered an argument for thinking it false.85 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
84 Moore (1903), 136. 

85 It might be thought that we know the beautiful world is valuable because, when 

someone is there, it is good for someone that it is there.  But this is only to say that it 

would have value were there people around.  We may say that ‘would-be’ value is not 

value at all; it is only the potential to have value.  Or as Ross put it, “Actual value 

presupposes actual existence, and conditioned value supposed existence” (1930), 114. 
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Chapter 3: Good of Kind versus Good Simpliciter 

I. Revisiting Old Problems 

 A. A new hope.  In Chapter 1 we began with arguments by Geach, von Wright, 

and Thomson concerning what they alleged to be the unintelligibility of good simpliciter.  

I endeavored to rebuff those claims.  When we come to good of a kind, however, there 

are simply no claims of unintelligibility to rebuff.  Indeed, Geach thought the only kind 

of goodness that does make sense is goodness of a kind; this is evident when he claims 

that there is no simple goodness, but only a “good such-and-such.”  Thus, in this 

(admittedly relatively minor) case, we have agreement by all: the notion of goodness of a 

kind is intelligible.  But we have remaining the more trenchant disagreements: those 

between skeptics and realists, and those between cognitivists and non-cognitivists.  We 

might also wonder whether goodness of a kind suffers from explanatory failure, as good 

simpliciter does.  In this chapter I concern myself with demonstrating that skepticism has 

no hold here, and that judgments of what is good of a kind are only reasonably 

understood as cognitive. 

 

B. Metaphysical and epistemological respectability.  Recall that Hume concluded 

that goodness is a notion created by sentiment, and is not apprehended by reason, or the 

understanding.  Mackie expressed his epistemological doubts by claiming that such a 

value-intuiting faculty is too queer to be thought real, and the value it would have to 

intuit would be similarly queer.  I claimed it was more likely that those allegedly 

apprehending goodness suffer from illusion than that those allegedly failing to apprehend 
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goodness are goodblind.  But none of these concerns reemerge in an analysis of good of a 

kind. 

Start with the last of these arguments.  No one, it seems, is good of a kind-blind.  

Who would deny that there are such things as good knives, good philosophers, and good 

mothers?  And this, of course, entails that good of a kind comes with no epistemological 

mysteries.  No one, I think, thinks whatever capacity it is through which we recognize 

that something is good of a kind is a queer capacity.  Rather, we have the very familiar 

phenomenon of understanding the standard by which the thing is to be judged and 

determining whether the object lives up to that standard.  One’s knowing the standard by 

which philosophers are to be judged is a matter of being conceptually competent with 

philosopher; nothing puzzling or mysterious about that.  Put differently, any empiricist 

needs an empiricist friendly account of how people come to grasp the meanings of 

various terms, including terms like philosopher, knife, mother, etc. 

Another reason an empiricist need not become worried about goodness of a kind 

is that the concept does not have as part of its content the notion of its having an intrinsic 

connection to the will of a person.  More specifically, a judgment that something is good 

of a kind does not imply either that one has a non-instrumental reason to pursue (or 

protect or admire) the object judged good of its kind nor does it imply a motivation to do 

something by the judger.  One need not think one has reason to pursue or promote – let 

alone find oneself moved to pursue or promote – good bombs, good concentration camps, 

good assassins, good stamps, good apples, good tripods, and so on, in order to distinguish 

between the good ones and the bad ones. 
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It must be admitted that, though a general skepticism is not met in discussions of 

good of a kind, there is still the remaining question concerning whether ‘good of a kind’ 

refers to a natural or non-natural property.  In relation to this question consider my talk of 

“good of a kind-making” properties.  It might be thought that these properties do not 

“make” or “result” in some further property called “good of a kind,” and this is 

important, so the thought goes, because that resultant property would have to be non-

natural. 

We have the resources for defusing this alleged difficulty.  It is a conceptual truth 

that what makes a member good of its kind is that it meets the standard for its kind, 

where that standard is determined by the function or end of the members of the kind.  

Whether it meets that standard is an empirical matter.  But then a) there is no non-natural 

fact required to be the case, and b) there is not, as we have seen, any epistemological 

problem; we are merely required to grasp concepts and to make empirical observations.  

That the epistemology is naturalistically acceptable shows us that there is nothing 

metaphysically suspect here.  Put differently, if the epistemological problem has been 

solved it does not seem that there can be any deep metaphysical problems, or at least 

none of the sort that would prompt a general skepticism.  If that is right then the 

(non)naturalism debate is not a threat. 

So much for skepticism about good of kind; we may now consider the debate 

between cognitivists and non-cognitivists. 
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C. (Non)Cognitivism.  Non-cognitivism about evaluative judgments is the view 

that evaluative judgments are not truth evaluable because those judgments are 

expressions of a judger’s non-cognitive states.  According to Gibbard’s version of non-

cognitivism, norm-expressivism, an evaluative judgment expresses the speaker’s 

acceptance or endorsement of a norm for judging the object.  Accepting or endorsing the 

norm is, one might say, signing up for the norm, and one might choose not to do so.  But 

in our analysis of good of a kind we saw that the kind of object that some object is 

determines the standard by which the object is to be judged.  There is no room for signing 

up or accepting a norm for an object, for the evaluative standard appropriate to a given 

object is fully determined by the kind of object it is; one’s attitude toward that norm is 

neither here nor there.  Further, given the standard by which an object is to be judged, it 

is plainly an empirical matter, and hence a matter of truth or falsity, whether and to what 

extent an object meets the criteria of a good (or poor) one of its kind.  One may falsely 

believe that some knife is a good knife, or that a particular philosopher is a good 

philosopher. 

Consider the matter more generally: when one utters, ‘She is a good philosopher’ 

or ‘that is a good tripod’ or ‘He was a good samurai’, it does not at all seem that one is 

speaking dynamically, as Stevenson put it.  Instead, one does seem to be describing the 

world; it is such that it contains a good philosopher, a good tripod, a good samurai, and so 

on.  Those facts might be practically relevant, of course, as when one needs help 

understanding Plato, or taking a clear picture, or defending the emperor, but uttering 
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those facts is not in itself an attempt to get anyone to do or feel anything at all; one may 

be utterly indifferent to philosophy, photography, and samurai. 

Earlier we remarked that we must not be misled by the phrase ‘a good x’ because 

some of those phrases do not indicate goodness of a kind; one’s saying, ‘This is good 

weather’, I claimed, is not a judgment of a particular “piece” of weather being good of its 

kind.  In the context of a discussion of non-cognitivism we may similarly remark that we 

ought not be misled by some excited utterances, as ‘That is a good book!’.  Such an 

utterance may be purely expressive of one’s particular (conative) attitudes – e.g. one’s 

liking it – but such utterances are not judgments of what is good of a kind.  One may find 

oneself liking a bad book; guilty pleasures are often instances of that.86 

 

D. Avoiding the explanatory failure.  Let us now consider whether good of a kind 

also suffers from the explanatory failure; I do not think it does. 

There is an interesting relation that obtains between the function or end an object 

has as one of its kind and the properties of the object that make it good of a kind; the 

function of an instrument or the end of a member of a cultural kind plays what we may 

call an explanatory role: it explains why certain properties and not others make 

something good of its kind.  That which plays the explanatory role is a property of the 

object but it is not a property that makes an object good of its respective kind.  The 

goodness results from a subset of its properties, and a property not in that subset explains 
                                                
86 For further arguments in support of cognitivism about judgments of goodness of a kind 

see Foot (1961), Urmson (1950), and Mackie (1977), 25-27. 
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why those properties in the subset result in goodness.  It is a knife’s ability to cut when 

employed in a certain way, not its ability to reflect light, that make it good of its kind, and 

that is because its ability to cut is a feature by virtue of which it carries out its function.  It 

is a philosopher’s abilities to grasp difficult and abstract concepts, and not his sense of 

fashion, that make him a good philosopher, and that is because that ability figures 

centrally in pursuing the ends of a philosopher.  Put only slightly differently, the cutting 

powers of the knife and the concept grasping of the philosopher are those abilities that 

meet the standards of being a good knife and a good philosopher, respectively.87 

It is now obvious that good of a kind avoids the explanatory failure of good 

simpliciter and thereby possesses a virtue good simpliciter lacks.  Objects that are good 

of a kind have a property playing an explanatory role, after all, while attempts to explain 

why objects are good simpliciter result in failure.  The goodness of a member of a kind is 

not explained by the goodness of anything else, but rather by a property playing the 

explanatory role. 

 

                                                
87 Note that an understanding of a kind requires knowing what properties make a member 

good of its respective kind.  But knowing what (causal) powers or abilities a member 

must have to be good of its kind does not imply knowing what properties give it that 

power; one knows that being easy to sharpen makes a knife a good one though one does 

not know what makes a knife easy to sharpen. 
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 E. Summary and transition.  Good of a kind a) avoids the explanatory failure of 

good simpliciter, b) avoids the charge, levied against cognitivist simplicitists, that it is 

metaphysically unrespectable because unacceptably queer, c) avoids the charge, also 

levied against cognitivist simplicitists, that one could not know when an object is good of 

a kind, d) is not threatened by the (non)naturalism debate, and e) is not amenable to a 

non-cognitivist interpretation.  If it can be shown that good of a kind can be used in ethics 

to the exclusion of good simpliciter, we have strong – I would say very strong – reason 

for no longer being simplicitists.  We may instead be kindists: those who employ good of 

a kind in ethics to the exclusion of good simpliciter.  The big question, however, is 

whether jettisoning good simpliciter is really plausible; can we do without it?   

In the next chapter I begin by distinguishing between two varieties of kindism, 

biological kindism and cultural kindism.  The former is a position that has been defended 

by some neo-Aristotelians; I will argue that their attempts at defending it are failures.  

Future chapters are concerned with a defense of cultural kindism, a position of my own 

design. 
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Chapter 4: Biological Kindism 

I. Two Varieties of Kindism 

Kindism is, in one way, not a new view.  In particular, biological kindism has its 

roots in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.  According to that view, the kinds of interest in 

ethics are biological kinds, e.g. flower, deer, and human being.  A member of each 

biological kind can be “defective” and (thereby) live a deprived life, where the standard 

for defect and virtue is provided by the kinds of creatures they are. Michael Thompson 

has revived this approach to ethics in his, “The Representation of Life,” in which he 

claims we ought to model evaluation of human beings and their lives on the way in which 

we (ought to) evaluate particular members of non-rational species, including plants and 

non-human animals.  Philippa Foot takes the baton from Thompson in her Natural 

Goodness, where she offers improvements to his proposal, and the position is taken up 

and defended again by Rosalind Hursthouse in her On Virtue Ethics.88 

According to cultural kindism, on the other hand, there are no ends or functions 

associated with (human) life as such; there is the kind ‘(human) life’, but that kind does 

not have a goodness of its kind; ‘life’ is like ‘weather’ in this respect.  There are, 

however, different cultural kinds of lives, and for a given kind of life there are members 

of that kind having varying degrees of goodness of that kind.  Cultural kindism is the 

view that a) there are different cultural kinds of lives, b) a cultural kind of life can be 

                                                
88 See Thompson (1995), Foot (2001), and Hursthouse (1999).  For a critique of Hurka’s 

biological kindism as presented in his (1993), see Kitcher (1999). 
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good or bad of its kind, and c) a person’s life is (partly) constituted by being a member of 

several cultural kinds of lives. 

In this chapter I focus on explicating and critiquing biological kindism as 

defended by the aforementioned philosophers, particularly Thompson and Foot. 89 I am 

unconvinced that their respective positions are viable.  These criticisms, however, point 

us in the direction of cultural kindism. 

 

II. Natural Goodness in the Sub-Rational World 

 A. Thompson and Aristotelian categoricals.  The proper method of evaluating 

plants and non-human animals, claims Thompson, requires appeal to what he calls 

“Aristotelian categoricals” or “natural-history sentences” about a given species.90  

Paradigm examples of those categoricals include ‘Rabbits eat grass’, ‘Bees dance to 

indicate to other bees the location of honey’, ‘Wolves cooperatively hunt’, ‘Plants take up 

nutrients from the ground’, and so on.  More generally, the form of an Aristotelian 

categorical is, ‘The S is (or has, or does) F’, where ‘S’ is substituted with the name of a 

particular species and F is a predicate, though we may also see them expressed in 

different forms, e.g. ‘Ss are/have/do F’, ‘It belongs to an S to be/have/do F’, ‘Ss 

characteristically (or typically) are/have/do F’, etc.91 Thompson’s general idea is that 
                                                
89 I do not address Hursthouse explicitly, but many of the criticisms offered here apply to 

her position as well, particularly the objection in II.B, below. 

90 Thompson (1995), 280. 

91 Thompson (1995), 281. 
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deviation from an Aristotelian categorical about a species by a member of that species 

constitutes defect; that member is not as it ought to be. 

 Thompson stresses two points of clarification with regard to these categoricals. 

First, Aristotelian categoricals are logically unquantifiable.  To say ‘rabbits eat 

grass’ is not to say, ‘for all x, if x is a rabbit then x eats grass’.  Nor is it to say, ‘there is 

an x such that x is a rabbit and x eats grass’.  Nor are they statistical claims.  Were one 

watching a documentary on the mayfly one might hear the true Aristotelian categorical 

‘the mayfly breeds shortly before dying’, even though many or most mayflies actually die 

before getting to mate; they meet with unfortunate circumstances involving predators, 

foul weather, and so on.92 

Second, true Aristotelian categoricals about a species are not just about the lives 

of particular members of the species; we must also include facts about reproduction – 

‘Rabbits reproduce by engaging in sexual intercourse’, ‘Oak trees reproduce by dropping 

acorns’ – and so cannot confine ourselves to the time-span of a single life.  Indeed, to 

understand that what a particular plant or non-human animal is doing – that it is engaging 

in the reproductive process of its species – one must first understand more generally how 

its species reproduces; with a general understanding of what its species does to reproduce 

one can infer that what this member is doing is reproducing. 

 

                                                
92 Ibid, 284. 
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B. Categoricals and evaluation. Aristotelian categoricals are central on 

Thompson’s account because they are the very standards by which one ought to judge 

(the life of) a particular member of a species: 

 

If, though, we want to apply ‘normative’ categories to subrational nature, 

and apart from any relation to ‘our interests’, then the questions inevitably 

arise, and not so unreasonably: Where does the standard come from?  

What supplies the measure?  The system of natural-historical propositions 

[i.e. Aristotelian categoricals] with a given kind as subject supplies such a 

standard for members of that kind.  We may implicitly define a certain 

very abstract category of ‘natural defect’ with the following simple-

minded principle of inference: From ‘The S is F’ and ‘This S is not F’ to 

infer ‘This S is defective in that it is not F’.  It is in this sense that natural-

historical judgments are ‘normative’.93 

 

 I am rather dubious that Thompson has been successful in grounding evaluations 

of plants and non-human animals, let alone begun to show us how we may evaluate 

human beings in the same way.  In fact, Foot thinks he has failed as well, even though 

she thinks he has successfully set a lot of the groundwork for a successful position.  But 

before we turn to Foot’s development of Thompson’s theory let us evaluate it on its own; 

                                                
93 Ibid, 295. 
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we will then be in a good position to determine whether Foot’s proposal constitutes 

progress. 

  

C. Critique of Thompson.  Let us grant that there are true Aristotelian categoricals 

about sub-rational species.  Is it true that we can infer ‘This rabbit is defective’ from 

‘Rabbits eat grass’ and ‘This rabbit does not eat grass’?  This is odd; the conclusion that 

the premises warrant is more like, ‘This rabbit does not do what rabbits do’.  What is 

needed is an additional premise that not doing what rabbits do, when one is a rabbit, is 

bad. 

But there are multiple instances in which deviation from an Aristotelian 

categorical does not seem to entail that the deviating member is bad of its biological kind.  

Consider first a rabbit that does not like the taste of grass but likes very much the taste of 

(equally nutritious) leaves.  It is not that the rabbit cannot eat the grass, or that it cannot 

absorb the nutrients from the grass, or that it would in all instances refuse to eat grass (as 

when it is the only source of nutrition around); it is just that the rabbit prefers the taste of 

leaves.  This is an idiosyncratic rabbit, but are we impelled to think it defective as well?  

If we could be convinced it were bad that the rabbit prefers leaves to grass, or bad for that 

rabbit that it so prefers, we would have grounds for that conclusion, but as of yet we have 

not seen what would lead us to thinking that the idiosyncratic behavior of leaf-eating is 

bad.  Call this the idiosyncrasy objection. 

 Consider too the Aristotelian categorical ‘Deer run swiftly from predators’, along 

with a particularly clever deer.  Our deer is of unremarkable speed – not the fastest but 
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just as certainly not the slowest – but has learned to camouflage itself in the foliage, and 

can by that means escape its predators better than his running companions.  Ought we to 

conclude that this clever deer is, by virtue of its cleverness, defective?  Is there a reason 

for thinking its method of evasion bad?  This too would be odd, for here deviation looks 

like virtue, not vice.  Call this the abnormal virtue objection. 

 Lastly, on Foot’s recommendation,94 consider the Aristotelian categorical ‘The 

blue tit has a bright blue head’ along with a member of that species that has a drab 

colored head.  Assuming that the color of the head plays no role whatever in fleeing from 

predators, being recognized by fellow members of the species, etc., what reason is there 

for thinking this bird defective?  It neither gains goods nor incurs harm from its drab 

colored head, nor does it play any significant role in relation to its species; it is not bad 

for the bird or its species.  But if it is not bad, then we ought not to conclude that having a 

drab-colored head constitutes defect.  Call this the irrelevance objection. 

 

D. Foot’s amendment.  We are having difficulty seeing why Aristotelian 

categoricals are central for evaluating members of sub-rational biological kinds.  Foot, as 

we saw with the irrelevance objection, thinks Thompson has gone wrong as well.  But 

she thinks we may amend Thompson’s account by denying that all true Aristotelian 

categoricals are relevant to evaluation of a species and adding that those that are relevant 

are those that are connected to a conception of the good of the species.  Foot: 

 
                                                
94 Foot (2001), 30. 
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I should say that to obtain the connection between Aristotelian 

categoricals and evaluation another move must be made.  I should say that 

in plants and non-human animals these things all have to do, directly or 

indirectly, with self-maintenance, as by defense and the obtaining of 

nourishment, or with the reproduction of the individual, as by the building 

of nests.  This is ‘the life’ characteristic of the kind of animals with which 

the categoricals here have to do.  What ‘plays a part’ in this life is that 

which is causally or teleologically related to it, as putting out roots is 

related to obtaining nourishment, and attracting insects is related to 

reproduction in plants.95 

 

On Foot’s view, then, we are to distinguish between teleological and non-

teleological Aristotelian categoricals, where the former are those that capture the 

activities a member of a biological kind engages in such that the goods of its kind are 

attained.  Nourishment is a good of a rabbit because it is required for survival/self-

maintenance, and the Aristotelian categorical ‘Rabbits eat grass’ captures the activity in 

which rabbits engage to attain nourishment and hence survival.  Reproduction is a good 

of oaks, and the Aristotelian categorical ‘Oaks drop acorns’ captures the behavior 

exhibited by oaks that is required for attaining that good.  Thus it is only the teleological 

Aristotelian categoricals that are relevant to evaluation. 

                                                
95 Foot, 31. 
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Of course, if we are to make the distinction between teleological and non-

teleological Aristotelian categoricals, we first have to know what the goods of a given 

species are, and this knowledge, claims Foot, comes with knowledge of what a given 

species “life-cycle” consists in.  As Foot puts it, “Goodness in plants and animals nests in 

an interlocking set of general concepts such as species, life, death, reproduction, and 

nourishment, together with less general…ideas such as that of fruiting, eating, or 

fleeing.”96  Truths about the goods of members of non-rational species are, then, 

conceptual truths; conceptual competence with plant life and wolf life requires knowing 

that a plant’s and wolf’s life is made good by being one in which self-maintenance and 

reproduction are achieved.  As Foot puts it, “What conceptually determines goodness in a 

feature or operation is the relation, for the species, of that feature or operation to survival 

and reproduction, because it is in that that good lies in the botanical and zoological 

worlds.”97 

 

E. Aristotelian necessities.  Teleological Aristotelian categoricals, we have seen, 

capture the behavior and activities members of sub-rational biological kinds engage in 

that are conducive to or constitutive of attaining the goods of their respective kind.  But 

engaging in these activities or behaviors presupposes that members are capable of 

engaging in them; members of various biological kinds need particular (physical and/or 
                                                
96 Foot, 36.  Later Foot refers to the evaluative judgments that issue from these 

“conceptual patterns” (38). 

97 Ibid, 42. 
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mental) traits or capacities.  Rabbits need the ability to digest grass, wolves the 

disposition to hunt in packs, plants the tendency to lean towards sunlight, owls the ability 

to see in the dark, and so on.  These traits are important because a member lacking them 

cannot engage in the activities in which they need to engage if they are to attain the goods 

of their respective species.  Foot calls these traits “Aristotelian necessities” because they 

are “necessary because and in so far as good hangs on [them]”; in familiar terms, 

Aristotelian necessities are the virtues of a species.98   

But Aristotelian necessities are not merely discoverable, claims Foot, by reference 

to the traits conducive to the ends of a species; they are also picked out by reference to 

Aristotelian categoricals.  Inability to see in the dark manifested by an owl constitutes 

defect but not so if manifested by a mouse.  That is because seeing in the dark is 

necessary for engaging in the activities in which owls engage to attain their good of 

survival, while mice attain the good of survival via activities that do not require seeing in 

the dark.  The corollary regarding virtue is that seeing in the dark is a virtue in an owl but 

not in a mouse because, as before, seeing in the dark is what owls need to attain survival 

but not so with mice. 

 With these distinctions introduced we see that and why a member of a given sub-

rational biological kind falls into one of the boxes below, where ‘S indicates a particular 

species and ‘s’ indicates a member of S. 

 

                                                
98 Ibid, 15. 
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 Good (well-functioning) s Bad (defective) s 
 

Good life of 

an S 

 

A 

 

B 

 

Bad life of an 

S 

 

C 

 

D 

  

Those in A have the virtues of an S and attain the goods of an S, those in B are defective 

by virtue of lacking an Aristotelian necessity but nonetheless attain the goods of an S 

(perhaps because the virtues of the s outweigh its vices), those in C are not defective but 

through misfortune (e.g. killed by a predator early on) fail to attain the goods of an S, and 

those in D are both defective and (thereby) fail to attain the goods of an S. 

We may also summarize Foot’s position with the following four claims: 

 

1. It is a conceptual truth of an S’s life that its goods are Gs. 

2. A good life of an S is one in which G’s are met; G-meetings are good-making 

features of an S’s life. 

3. Where x is a (physical or mental) trait, x constitutes a virtue of s if and only if i) x 

is in line with a true Aristotelian categorical about Ss, and ii) x is causally related 

to a member’s success in attaining Gs. 
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4. Where y is a (physical or mental) trait, y constitutes a defect in s if and only if i) 

having y deviates from a true Aristotelian categorical about Ss, and ii) y is 

causally related to a member’s failure in attaining Gs.99 

 

F. First objection to Foot.  With this additional machinery Foot clearly avoids the 

irrelevance objection (she) launched against Thompson, for now we know that the true 

Aristotelian categorical ‘The blue tit has a blue head’ is irrelevant to the good of the 

species; it is not a teleological Aristotelian categorical, and we may thus ignore it in 

evaluations of members of the species.  But has she avoided the idiosyncratic and 

abnormal virtue objections?   

Consider the grass-averse, leaf-eating rabbit, and the swift but camouflaging deer; 

where ought we to place them in the matrix above?  As Foot notes,100 in evaluating 

whether an S is a good S we may ignore chance; even the best of Ss fall prey to 

unfortunate circumstance.  So we may ignore boxes C and D. 

Ought we to place the leaf-eating rabbit and the camouflaging deer in A or B?  On 

Foot’s account we cannot place them in A, for we must regard their interesting traits as 

deviating from teleological Aristotelian categoricals.  But why should this be evidence 
                                                
99 Note that y could be the presence of something that is not normally there (as is the case 

when a creature has an additional and obtrusive limb) that constitutes the defect, or the 

absence of something that is normally there (as when a creature lacks certain digestive 

enzymes). 

100 Foot, 42. 
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that the member is defective?  Neither the rabbit nor the deer is worse off vis-à-vis the 

goods of rabbits and deer; indeed, the deer is obviously better off than he would be 

without his camouflaging abilities.  Were one to count it as a defect, one is forced to 

endorse the awkward claim that a defect can be of great help in attaining the goods of 

one’s species; that is either dangerously close or identical to the (perhaps unintelligible) 

claim that defect is a virtue.  Put differently, it would be odd to claim that the trait that 

makes him better off is a defect. 

If Foot is to block this claim she must add to her account the claim that it is 

important that an S achieve the goods of Ss in a way characteristic of Ss; they must 

achieve them in a way commensurate with true teleological Aristotelian categoricals 

about Ss.  But such a provision seems utterly ad hoc; I can see no reason for thinking that 

deviance in the characteristic or typical means taken to achieve the end is either a bad-

making feature of an S’s life or of an s itself. 

 

G. Second objection to Foot.  The case for employing teleological Aristotelian 

categoricals in evaluating members of sub-rational biological kinds is already weak; they 

are not sufficient for indicating defect.  But we may push the point further.  The 

following case is meant to show that falling in line with an Aristotelian categorical can be 

inimical to attaining the ends of one’s species. 

Consider a species of butterfly, B, that is blue, and a species of hawks, H, and that 

Hs eat Bs.  Suppose now that a slight mutation occurs in a member of B, b, such that it is 

red, which happens to be the color of a butterfly Hs avoid because red butterflies are 
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poisonous to Hs.  The red B deviates from the Aristotelian categorical ‘Bs are blue’, but 

far from indicating the likelihood of its failing to attain the goods of Bs it clearly aids it in 

attaining those goods.  The life of this b is thus more likely to be a good life of a B.  And 

as before, to call its redness a defect would be to call a virtue a defect. 

Our butterflies seem to teach us another lesson as well: it is unclear when an 

Aristotelian categorical is teleological or non-teleological.  ‘Bs are blue’ seems non-

teleological until Hs move into town; suddenly their being blue is causally related to 

attaining the goods of Bs, but is related in the wrong way: Bs being blue is causally 

related to failure in achieving the goods of Bs.  The point is not just that Foot is really 

concerned with only a subset of true teleological Aristotelian categoricals – those that are 

causally related in the right way – but that the evaluation of an S as a good or bad S 

depends in many ways on the conditions in which it finds itself. 

We are thus left with a two-horned dilemma.  On the one is the unattractive option 

of claiming that a B goes from being a good or well-functioning B to a bad or defective B 

simply because it has new neighbors.  On the other we say that blue Bs are good Bs 

though they are on a destructive path, and bad Bs (those that are red) are on a path to 

survival.  But then it looks like being a bad B is better for Bs than being a good B. 

We can avoid this mess if we simply jettison the employment of teleological 

Aristotelian categoricals in evaluating members of sub-rational biological kinds and stick 

instead to determining whether some particular trait is causally related to the increased or 

decreased likelihood of the member’s attaining the goods of its species.  Foot’s 

amendments to Thompson’s account lead us in their turn to reject entirely the legitimacy 
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of employing (teleological) Aristotelian categoricals in evaluating members of sub-

rational biological kinds.  Once we have introduced knowledge of what the goods of a 

species are, not only do we have no need for these categoricals, but they also take us in 

the wrong direction. 

None of this is to say that we can never judge an animal defective.  This is 

particularly evident when an animal has been injured by predators, infected with a virus, 

deprived of oxygen when it was born or while in the womb, and so on.  But these 

judgments certainly do not depend on knowledge of teleological Aristotelian categoricals 

about a species.  It is also true that mutations may occur and one might be inclined to 

judge the creature thereby defective; but before we can judge it a defect and not just 

evolution trucking along we need to see the extent to which it aids or hinders the creature 

in attaining the goods of sub-rational biological kinds, which is not the same question as 

whether it is the start of a new species. 

 

H. Third objection to Foot.  Now we question what we have hitherto granted: that 

it a conceptual truth that self-maintenance and reproduction are goods of members of 

sub-rational biological kinds. 

Let us approach this with Moore’s open question in mind and ask whether the 

following question illustrates conceptual incompetence: ‘I know s reproduced, but does 

that make s’s life good qua life of an S?’  Similarly, ‘I know s survived, but does that 

make s’s life good qua life of an S?’ 



 105 

These questions certainly look like “open” questions; they are not like asking 

whether pleasure is pleasure.  Indeed, consider the first of them along with the fact that 

female cheetahs are greatly slowed by pregnancy and, when pregnant, increase many-fold 

the likelihood of being mauled and/or killed by a predator.  Does it betray a conceptual 

incompetence to ask whether reproduction makes a female cheetah’s life a good life of a 

female cheetah?  I cannot see how it does.  Indeed, it seems that pregnancy for a female 

cheetah makes life worse for the cheetah.  It is necessary, of course, if the species is to 

continue to exist, but for all that it might be a necessary evil; the survival of the species 

may well depend upon members having bad lives.  This is, at least, a conceptual 

possibility.101 

Similar considerations hold for the question asking whether survival is a good of a 

member of a biological kind.  Consider a damaged but plucky owl that manages to 

survive and reproduce despite great pain.  Is it a good of this owl that it survives?  

Presumably not; it seems better that it finally die, or perhaps that, if we find it, we gently 

“put it to sleep.”  Whether this is the right judgment to make is not the issue, however.  

My assertion of it, and your denial of it, is not the result of conceptual confusion on one 

of our parts.  Rather, we have differing judgments on what makes for a worthwhile life.  
                                                
101 Note that the denial of the claim that a female cheetah’s life that does not include a 

reproductive stage has, ipso facto, a bad-making feature is compatible with affirming the 

claim that being one in which reproduction does take place has, ipso facto, a good-

making feature; that is because the good-making and the bad-making are related as 

contraries, not contradictories. 
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But the notion of a worthwhile life is not to be found in “an interlocking set of general 

concepts such as species, life, death, reproduction, and nourishment,” let alone in “ideas 

such as that of fruiting, eating, or fleeing.”102  Whether the life of this owl is going well 

cannot be settled by appeal to the concept of an owl’s life, or an owl’s death, or anything 

of the sort. 

Another general worry concerning the claim that it is conceptual competence that 

enables evaluation of sub-rational species is that it seems to rule out a substantive 

philosophical position: that only creatures that can have experiences can have good lives, 

or that only experiential states can be good.  Those that endorse that position do not seem 

guilty of conceptual confusion, and it would be wrong to define them out of plausibility.  

Indeed, it strikes me as odd, perhaps metaphorical, to talk of the life of a daffodil, let 

alone to claim that this daffodil lives a good life of a daffodil while this other one lives a 

bad one. 

Perhaps it is true that there is such a thing as the goods of members of biological 

kinds.  But if so, it is not because there are conceptual truths that reveal what those goods 

are.  Such truths would rather be substantive claims about which there would have to be – 

and of which there have been – disagreement that cannot be settled by appeal to the 

relations among a set of concepts related to the life-cycle of a species. 

 

 

 
                                                
102 Foot, 36. 
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III. Human Good 

 A. Transition to human beings.  Thompson and Foot would like to model 

evaluations of human beings and their lives on evaluations of members of sub-rational 

species.  Judgments in the former case are claimed to share the same “conceptual 

structure,” as Foot puts it, where that structure includes facts about the goods of human 

beings, the traits required to attain those goods (Aristotelian necessities), and claims 

about what humans do to attain those goods (Aristotelian categoricals).103  This is not to 

say that the goods of human beings are the same as the goods of sub-rational species; 

human beings do not have as goods of their species survival and reproduction, but rather 

truth, art, scholarship, dance, song, friendship, love, and so on.   And, because the goods 

of human beings are varied, so too are the traits needed to attain them.  Foot:  

 

[T]here is a ‘natural-history story’ about how human beings achieve this 

good as there is about how plants and animals achieve theirs.  There are 

truths such as ‘Humans make clothes and build houses’ that are to be 

compared with ‘Birds grow feathers and build nests’; but also propositions 

such as ‘Humans establish rules of conduct and recognize rights’104 

 

Men and women need to be industrious and tenacious of purpose not only 

so as to be able to house, clothe, and feed themselves, but also to pursue 
                                                
103 Foot, 39. 

104 Foot, 51. 
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human ends having to do with love and friendship.  They need the ability 

to form family ties, friendships, and special relations with neighbors.  

They also need codes of conduct.  And how could they have all these 

things without virtues such as loyalty, fairness, kindness, and in certain 

circumstances obedience?105 

 

 It is not necessary to investigate this transition with great detail; insofar as the 

conceptual structure of evaluation is undermined with regard to sub-rational biological 

kinds it is also undermined with regard to the rational kinds.  Nonetheless it will be 

instructive to look at some of the ways in which the proposed method of evaluating 

human beings goes wrong. 

 

 B. First objection to the transition.  We saw that Foot thinks we are privy to 

knowing the goods of sub-rational creatures by way of conceptual competence with life, 

reproduction, death, and so on, and that there were reasons for thinking her wrong about 

this.  The same reasons appear in a discussion of the goods of human beings, and this 

time more obviously.  For it is absurd to think that we are privy to what constitutes 

human good by mere conceptual competence with such terms as human being, human 

being’s life, and so on. 

 It also becomes increasingly obvious that, because we have no use for employing 

Aristotelian categoricals in evaluating members of biological kinds, we are left with a 
                                                
105 Foot, 44-45. 
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position that is not particularly Aristotelian at all; what is left is the claim that a good life 

(of a human being) is one in which goods are attained.  But a position utterly uninterested 

in facts about a species can assent to that proposition.  Moore (and Plato, for that matter), 

whose anti-naturalism makes him an anti-Aristotelian if anybody is, allows that a life is 

made good by being one in which goods are had, where the things that are goods are 

those that have the property ‘good’ (or take part in the Form of the Good, for Plato).  So 

long as we agree that we cannot come to know what the human goods are via conceptual 

competence, this alleged return to the naturalism of Aristotle makes no advance beyond 

the staunch anti-naturalism of someone like Moore; we might, for all our endorsements of 

the claim that a life is made good by having good things in it, very well opt for rational 

intuitionism. 

 

 C. Second objection to the transition.  On Foot’s account we are to judge human 

beings qua their biological kind.  This has its roots in Aristotle, who thought that human 

beings have, as a matter of their biological constitutions, a particular function.  But in 

departing from Aristotle’s model and considering the life of the species by appeal to 

Aristotelian categoricals rather than by appeal to the (biological) constitution of human 

beings, we are led to questions Hume asked regarding the naturalness or artificiality of 

various actions and motives.  Hume famously claimed that the laws comprising justice 

are artificial, in that they arise from social conventions having to do with keeping 

promises, repaying debts, respecting property rights, and so on.  Similarly, the motives to 

justice are artificial, in the sense that they are not found in human beings in their natural 
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state, but are rather brought into existence through education.  In the Treatise Hume 

writes, 

 

It will, perhaps, be said, that my regard to justice, and abhorrence of 

villainy and knavery, are sufficient reasons for me, if I have the least grain 

of honesty, or sense of duty and obligation.  And this answer, no doubt, is 

just and satisfactory to man in his civiliz’d sate, and when train’d up 

according to a certain discipline and education.  But in his rude and more 

natural condition, if you are pleas’d to call such a condition natural, this 

answer wou’d be rejected as perfectly unintelligible and sophistical.106 

 

[T]he sense of justice and injustice is not deriv’d from nature, but arises 

artificially, tho’ necessarily from education, and human conventions.107 

 

 On Hume’s view, then, we may evaluate a person, her desires, and her actions as 

just and unjust, honest and dishonest, noble and villainous, but those evaluations, and the 

desires and actions being evaluated, depend upon the judger and object of judgment being 

educated in conventions developed in civilization.  Such judgments are thus not about 

people qua the species to which they belong, but rather qua member of civilized society. 

                                                
106 Hume (1739), Book III, Part II, Section I. 

107 Hume (1739), Book III, Part II, Section I. 
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 The general problem for Foot is that people are evaluated in a number of ways 

that have little to nothing to do with their being members of the species ‘human being’; 

they are evaluated qua member of what I have earlier called a particular cultural kind, 

e.g. philosopher, artist, doctor, friend, spouse, mother, and so on.  Foot notices this 

herself: 

 

Lack of capacity to reproduce is a defect in a human being.  But choice of 

childlessness and even celibacy is not thereby shown to be defective 

choice, because human good is not the same as plant or animal good.  The 

bearing and rearing of children is not an ultimate good in human life, 

because other elements of good such as the demands of work to be done 

may give a man or woman reason to renounce family life.108 

  

 Foot is right: a woman could certainly have sufficient reason to choose not to 

reproduce.109  But where do such reasons come from?  As Foot has it, those reasons may 

arise from a woman’s responsibilities relating to work.  But those reasons do not come 

from considerations having to do with her species or with considerations having to do 

with her species’ “life-history.”  Rather, there are facts about her membership in a 

cultural kind that provides such reasons, specifically, the cultural kind that is her 
                                                
108 Foot, 43. 

109 This would not, however, show that bearing and rearing of children is not an ultimate 

good, but rather that it is not the only ultimate good. 
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occupation (doctor, for example).  This is particularly striking when we consider that 

membership in some cultural kinds requires one to renounce the instincts, desires, and 

capacities one has by virtue of one’s biological constitution; a monk, for example, has 

such reasons by virtue of his membership.110 

 

D. Summary and transition.  I have endeavored to illustrate that Thompson’s and 

Foot’s Neo-Aristotelian position faces obstacles it cannot overcome.  The objections to 

that position consist in a demonstration of the irrelevance of Aristotelian categoricals in 

evaluating members of biological kinds, and that knowledge of the goods of those 

biological kinds cannot be had via an ability to grasp concepts relating to the lives of the 

various species.  Those problems continue to plague the neo-Aristotelian when that 

general structure of evaluation is applied to evaluating human beings and their lives, and 

the general attempt to transition from the sub-rational to the rational runs into problems 

created by Hume’s distinction between the natural and the artificial. 

It is now time to explore cultural kindism, the position I seek to defend.  Cultural 

kindism, we will see, takes on board certain insights of Foot’s, specifically, that the goods 

of some kinds are known via grasping the concept of what it is to be a member of the 

kind, that a good member of the kind is good by virtue of having the traits requisite for 

attaining those goods, and that a member’s life is made good by its containing the goods 
                                                
110 It may not just be that he is a member that gives him reasons, but also that he cares 

about being a good member of that cultural kind.  Considerations about the externality or 

internality of reasons need not concern us here, though. 
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of its kind.  But it combines these insights with the additional (and familiar) insight that 

in evaluating people we must pay attention to the fact that they are creatures who are 

deeply changed and shaped by their membership in a culture.  I say ‘people’ here and not 

‘human being’ because cultural kindism is interested in people insofar as they take part in 

a culture or community, and not insofar as they occupy a certain place in a chart of the 

species of the world.  The transition from biological to cultural kindism thus easily avoids 

the Humean objection to biological kindism and makes no appeal to Aristotelian 

categoricals. 
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Chapter 5: Cultural Kindism 

 

I. Membership in a Cultural Kind 

A. Cultural kinds of lives.  In Chapter 2 IV.A, we saw an elucidation of the notion 

of a good member of a kind.  I introduced the notion of a cultural kind, where a cultural 

kind is the sort of thing a person can be – a parent, spouse, friend, philosopher, citizen, 

and so on – and is defined by the set of ends appropriate to a member of that kind.  A 

parent has the end of the welfare of her children, a spouse the welfare of her spouse, a 

philosopher the end of wisdom and the pursuit of wisdom.  A good x, where ‘x’ is a 

cultural kind, is one that pursues the ends of an x well; a good parent pursues the welfare 

of her children effectively, a philosopher pursues wisdom effectively, and so on. Further, 

these are conceptual truths.  Recognizing that the end of a hedonist is pleasure, the end of 

a philosopher wisdom, and the end of a mother her child’s welfare, is a matter of 

conceptual competence with ‘hedonist’, ‘philosopher’, and ‘mother’, respectively.  If one 

thinks a person adept at dissecting frogs is, ipso facto, a good philosopher, then one does 

not understand what ‘philosopher’ means.  We can summarize this as follows: 

 

1. An x is defined by a set of ends. 

2. A good x is one that has traits causally related to meeting those ends. 

3. For any trait t, t is a virtue of x if it is causally related to meeting the ends of 

an x; t is good x-making. 
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4. For any trait y, y is a vice of x if it is causally related to failing to meet the 

ends of an x; y is bad x-making. 

 

And to take a concrete example: 

 

5. A philosopher is defined by his pursuit of wisdom. 

6. A good philosopher is one that has traits causally related to pursuing wisdom 

well or effectively. 

7. For any trait t, t is a virtue of a philosopher if it is causally related to pursuing 

wisdom; t is good philosopher-making.  [Substitutions for t include open-

mindedness, the ability to think abstractly, and so on.] 

8. For any trait y, y is a vice of a philosopher if it is causally related to failing to 

pursue wisdom; y is bad x-making.  [Substitutions for y include narrow-

mindedness, an inability to think abstractly, and son on.] 

 

Notice that we may, following Foot, call these good-making features of an x the 

virtues of an x; they are those traits that make an x capable of attaining the ends proper to 

an x.111 
                                                
111 This is arguably too strong.  It might be thought, for instance, that not all traits 

causally related to making one a good philosopher are virtues of a philosopher.  Having a 

deep, loving relationship with another may give one insight into a variety of phenomena 

that enables one to think clearer or deeper about a philosophical issue – the nature of 
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In contrast to biological kindism, we see that people are evaluable in a number of 

ways; a single person can be a parent, philosopher, hedonist, friend, and so on.  

Additionally, such a person can be a good parent, bad philosopher, good hedonist, and 

bad friend.  What makes a person an x, and a good or bad x, is not a fact about what one 

is born into, as one is born into a species, but rather about what a person can become.  But 

we are not only interested in what a person can be.  We are also interested in the life a 

person lives, and whether their lives are going well or poorly, and in the end whether they 

have been good lives or bad lives.  In response to this the cultural kindist points not to the 

fact that one can be a parent or philosopher or some other cultural kind(s), but rather that 

there is something it is to live the life of a parent or philosopher or some other cultural 

kind(s).  That is, there are not just parents and good parents, philosophers and good 

philosophers, but also the life of a parent and the good life of a parent, the life of a 

philosopher and the good life of a philosopher, the life of the artist and the good life of an 

artist, and so on.  An abstract understanding of what it is to live a good life of an x is 

readily available: 

 

1. An x’s life is defined by the ends of an x. 

2. The ends of an x are e’s. 

3. A good life of an x is one in which e’s are met; meetings of e’s make an x’s life a 

good one of its kind. 
                                                                                                                                            
love, for instance – but being in a loving relationship is not a virtue of a philosopher qua 

philosopher. 
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Here are some concrete examples: 

 

1. A hedonist’s life is defined by the ends of a hedonist. 

2. The end of a hedonist is experiencing pleasure. 

3. A good life of a hedonist is one in which the end ‘experiencing pleasure’ is met; 

experiences of pleasure make a hedonist’s life good of its kind. 

 

1. A philosopher’s life is defined by the ends of a philosopher. 

2. The ends of a philosopher are a) the pursuit of wisdom, and b) (having) wisdom. 

3. A good life of a philosopher is one in which the ends ‘pursuing wisdom’ and 

‘(having) wisdom’ are met; ‘pursuing wisdom’ and ‘having wisdom’ make a 

philosopher’s life good of its kind. 

 

B. A persons’ life.  We are now on the way to seeing how to conceive of the 

goodness of a life in terms of goodness of kind but we are not there yet.  For a person is 

not only a philosopher or only a parent, nor does a person only live the life of a 

philosopher or only the life of a parent.  Thus, if we are to get a fuller understanding of a 

person’s life and so a firmer grip on how we are to evaluate it we must add another 

ingredient to the picture.  We must add that a person’s life is, in part, a set of lives of 
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different kinds and the relations among those lives.  A person is a son, a friend, a 

philosopher, a worker, a spouse, and a father, and has a son’s life, a friend’s life, a 

philosopher’s life, and so on.  Different people live different kinds of lives; one person 

lives a philosopher’s life and a husband’s life, another lives a doctor’s life and a thrill-

seeker’s life.  And these different lives are subject to different evaluative standards, have 

different conditions for success, by virtue of being constituted by having different ends. 

That, at least, is roughly the needed ingredient, but the way I have just put things 

is slightly misleading.  For it is not the case that each person lives several different lives; 

in a normal – i.e. non-schizophrenic case – each person lives one life.  Thus, rather than 

saying that one lives an x’s life and a y’s life, we ought to say that one lives an x, y’s 

life.112  We have called an x’s life a “kind of life,” and we may call an x, y’s life a KIND 

OF LIFE.  There are five points worth mention: 

 First, there are as many KINDS OF LIVES as there are sets of kinds of lives and 

the relations among them; there are thus countless KINDS OF LIVES. 

 Second, as a person lives and makes choices he closes off options, and so what 

KINDS OF LIVES are still available to him diminish.  At the end of his life he has lived 

a particular KIND OF LIFE. 

 Third, we may determine the overall goodness of a particular person’s life by 

determining the extent to which he meets the ends that are constitutive of the KIND OF 
                                                
112 Similarly, one does not have several distinct identities; one is not a philosopher and a 

husband and a sculptor.  Rather, one has a single identity, that of a philosopher-husband-

sculptor.  As before, to claim otherwise is to claim schizophrenia as the norm.  



 119 

LIFE he lives.  

 Fourth, it is possible that two or more people live the same KIND OF LIFE.  The 

extent to which this occurs is an empirical matter. 

Fifth, there is nothing in this conception to suggest that one should attempt to be 

as few things as possible and then maximize the goodness in each; one may also try to be 

many different things at a lower level of goodness in each.113 

 

C. Further clarifications.  In our discussion of Foot we found it helpful to 

introduce a matrix to indicate how different members of a species might be evaluated, 

and perhaps it will help here as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
113 There is an interesting question here: how do we weight the goodness of various parts 

of a person’s life when evaluating her life taken as a whole?  Answering that question 

raises issues not just about what parts of a person’s life are, relative to other parts of that 

life, important or trivial, but also those concerning the organicity of value, e.g. whether 

there are organic wholes and, if there are, how we ought to compute their value.  That 

discussion will have to be taken up elsewhere. 
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 Good X Bad X 
 

Good life of 

an X 

 

A 

 

B 

 

Bad life of 

an X 

 

C 

 

D 

  

 

 One thing this draws our attention to is the fact that being a good x is not 

sufficient for living a good life of an x.  It is certainly possible for a good philosopher to 

have a bad life of a philosopher; suppose, for instance, that he is highly intelligent, open-

minded, can think abstractly, but has nobody with whom he can discuss philosophy and 

he cannot manage to get his hands on important philosophy books.  However, it does not 

seem that a bad philosopher can have a good life of a philosopher.  A philosopher may 

have all the colleagues and books he likes but just might not be good at abstract thinking; 

despite his willingness, he just cannot wrap his head around the issues to any 

considerable degree, and so his pursuit of wisdom is largely ineffective.114 

 

 

                                                
114 This is perhaps more obvious with artists; give me all the brushes, paint, canvas, and 

training you like – I am simply not cut out to be a painter. 
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D. Moral agents.  The picture of cultural kindism offered so far is only a part of 

the overall picture, and to some, it has left out the most important part: an understanding 

of morality.  For employing good simpliciter, some might think, is needed to think about 

morality; if we jettison that notion from moral inquiry, we are at an utter loss.  Thus, if 

cultural kindism is to stand a chance, the cultural kindist must give us a (plausible) way 

of thinking about morality, or differently, thinking through what morality requires of us.  

I cannot see any particular problem here for the cultural kindist; indeed, I think cultural 

kindism has some very interesting and persuasive things to say about moral agents and 

morality. 

The general claim the cultural kindist makes – and I know this because I am the 

only one – is that we ought to understand morality in a way that is structurally identical to 

our understanding of other cultural kinds; there is no seismic shift in our way of thinking 

when we transition from thinking about philosophers and good philosophers to thinking 

about moral agents and good moral agents.  To see the structural similarity recall what 

was said of cultural kinds in general: 

 

1. An x is defined by a set of ends. 

2. A good x is one that has traits causally related to meeting those ends. 

3. For any trait t, t is a virtue of x if it is causally related to meeting the ends of an x; 

t is good x-making. 

4. For any trait y, y is a vice of x if it is causally related to failing to meet the ends of 

an x; y is bad x-making. 
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When we substituted ‘x’ with ‘philosopher’ we got an analysis of what it is to be a 

good philosopher and what the virtues of a philosopher are.  A philosopher is a cultural 

kind defined by a set of ends, a good philosopher is one effective pursuing those ends, the 

virtues of a philosopher are those traits that enable him to pursue those ends effectively, 

and the vices of a philosopher are those traits that hinder him from pursing those ends 

effectively.  The virtues are, as I put it then, good philosopher-making.  We may now 

add, for the sake of what is to come, that a philosopher, aside from having various traits 

that make him a good philosopher, does things that make him a good philosopher.  As a 

person he can make various choices and do many things, but his choosing to write on 

some philosophically interesting topic and his actual writing are also things that make 

him a good philosopher; his actions can be good philosopher-making.  And we can push 

this point a bit further: there is something it can be right for a philosopher to do qua 

philosopher and something wrong to do qua philosopher.  A philosopher has the end of 

wisdom, we said, and surely writing a book can be a part of this pursuit.  But suppose 

that, just as he is about to finish the book, he reads an article that, on first pass, seems to 

be devastating to the position defended in his book.  He is not sure whether it really is, 

but just to be safe he promptly burns the article and resolves never to mention it again.  

Such intellectual dishonesty is not morally wrong, but it is the wrong thing to do for a 

philosopher qua philosopher. 

Instead of substituting ‘x’ with ‘philosopher’ we may instead substitute it with 

‘moral agent’.  A moral agent has certain ends (on what they are, more in a moment) and 
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is effective at pursuing those ends, and the virtues of a moral agent are those traits that 

enable him to pursue those ends effectively, and the vices of a moral agent are those traits 

that hinder him from pursing those ends effectively.  The virtues are good moral agent-

making.  But it is not just the traits a moral agent has that make him a good moral agent, 

but also what he does.  A moral agent that does something pursuant to his ends as a moral 

agent does something that makes him (or rather, contributes to his being) a good moral 

agent; those actions are right actions qua moral agent.  Thus, we have here an analysis of 

the meaning of moral rightness in terms of goodness of a kind: morally right actions are 

those actions performed by a good moral agent.  And ‘right action’ refers to the set of 

actions that are causally related to attaining the ends of a moral agent.  Similarly, the 

meaning of ‘moral virtue’ is ‘those traits causally related to attaining the ends of a moral 

agent’, and ‘moral virtue’ refers to whatever those traits are.115 
                                                
115 A person is not only a philosopher or only a parent or only a moral agent; he is all of 

these things.  Often, the virtues of one are the virtues of another.  Good philosophers, 

good mothers, and good moral agents all have character traits of the following sort: 

patience, respect for other people’s views, courage (of thought, in the case of the 

philosopher), and so on.  Other times, however, the virtues of being a member of one 

cultural kind conflict with the virtues of being a member of another kind.  It is possible, 

for example, that the ability to be utterly disconnected from the pain of another is a) a 

virtue that a torturer must develop if he is to be a good torturer, but b) development of 

that capacity impedes the development of the capacity to empathize, which is a virtue in a 

parent and in a moral agent.  Striving to be a good member of one cultural kind, then, 
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This strikes me as a very illuminating account of the meanings and referents of 

our moral terms.  The big question, of course, is, ‘what are the ends of a moral agent?’.  

But this is not a question particular to cultural kindism; it is, if anything is, the question in 

moral inquiry; philosophers have discussed it since the beginning of philosophy.  And 

just about every answer to it can be countenanced by the cultural kindist.  Suppose, for 

instance, that a moral agent has one end: respecting others.  Then, if an act is one that 

manifests disrespect, it is a morally wrong action.  Or perhaps the end of a moral agent is 

not so much respecting other agents as it is a matter of respecting an agreement, a social 

contract, among moral agents.  Or perhaps instead the end of a moral agent is to act in 

such a way that one maximizes the number of people living a good life and minimizes the 

number of people living a bad life.  In short, what the ends of a moral agent are is a 

matter of great dispute, and I have no intention of entering those disputes here.  The point 

of this dissertation is to vindicate the plausibility of cultural kindism, and, according to 

the proposal on hand, we may judge a person qua moral agent just as we would qua 

member of other cultural kinds, viz. by reference to the ends of a moral agent. Which 

actions are morally right depends, then, upon one’s conclusions about what constitutes 

the ends of a moral agent, e.g. respecting other people’s interests and projects, respecting 

the (implicit) social contract, bringing about as much happiness as one can, or whatever.  

That said, everyone seems to agree that, all other things being equal (one is not starving 

to death, etc.), if A steals from B then A has flouted the ends of a moral agent; the ends of 
                                                                                                                                            
may either aid or hinder one’s striving to be a good member of some other cultural kinds.  

I return to this issue in the next chapter. 
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a moral agent include refraining from theft.  Cultural kindism tells us what it means for 

him to have done something morally wrong (flouting the ends of a moral agent), we have 

a referent for the term ‘morally wrong’ in this case (the act of taking something that 

belonged to B without B’s permission), we understand the act is bad moral-agent making, 

and we understand that this act may be the product of and/or a cause of a moral vice 

(selfishness, for instance).  Thus, cultural kindism, far from being stymied by moral 

thought, illuminates it. 

I do not pretend that cultural kindism does not face any difficulties, however.  In 

the next section I raise and respond to several objections. 

 

II. Objections to Cultural Kindism 

A. Consequentialist thought.  Though cultural kindism sheds light on many 

aspects of moral inquiry it does not allow things to stand just as they were.  In particular, 

the following Consequentialist argument cannot be countenanced within a kindist 

framework.   

 

i. We ought morally to maximize what is good simpliciter. 

ii. X is good simpliciter. 

iii. Thus, we ought morally to maximize x. 

 

Such an argument might then be used to support premise (3) in the following 

argument. 
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1. If a meta-ethical framework rules out a substantive normative position then it 

is a bad meta-ethical framework. 

2. Consequentialism is a substantive normative position. 

3. Cultural Kindism rules out Consequentialism. 

4. Therefore, cultural kindism is a bad meta-ethical framework. 

 

But if the first argument is meant to support (3), then the second argument fails, 

for it does not follow from kindism’s inability to countenance the first argument that it is 

unable to countenance Consequentialist thought more generally.  A philosopher attracted 

to Consequentialist thought generally could still argue that, for instance, moral agents 

have as their end the maximizing of the quality of people’s lives (and, of course, the 

cultural kindist has given a way of conceiving of the goodness of people’s lives).  Other 

philosophers may assess the arguments for that claim and find it persuasive or wanting, 

and may offer their own claims about what ought to be maximized (or that the ends of 

moral agents have nothing to do with maximization at all).  What seems ruled out by 

kindism is not, then, Consequentialist thought in general, but only one way of arguing 

that moral agents have as their end the maximization of something. 

 

 B. Falling between the cracks.  Consider an objection specific to the analysis of a 

good life offered above.  As that view has it, the goodness of a person’s life comes from 

meeting the ends that are constitutive of the KIND OF LIFE one lives.  It might be 
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wondered, however, whether this really is the only source of the goodness of a person’s 

life; might some goodness accrue to a life by means other than meeting the ends of one’s 

KIND OF LIFE? 

 Let us first admit that it may very well be that, though a life is partly constituted 

by the lives of different kinds, a life may have other parts that are not themselves parts of 

a kind of life; there are parts of a life that fill the space between the kinds of lives a 

person lives.  Our question, then, may be reformulated: can goodness accrue to a life 

from the sorts of things that fill the space between the kinds of lives a person lives? 

 The cultural kindist cannot answer in the affirmative here.  For if there is some 

good-making feature in a life that does not come from a kind of life, the good-making 

feature is not “making” the kind of goodness with which the kindist is concerned: good of 

a kind.  Rather, the feature must be good simpliciter-making.  Thus, the question – ‘can 

goodness accrue to a life from a feature that falls between the cracks of a kind of life a 

person lives?’ – is not so much a question as a potential objection to kindism in general.  

The structure of the argument is simple. 

 

1. If there is goodness that accrues to a life from a feature that falls between the 

cracks of the kinds of lives a person lives then we cannot be kindists. 

2. There is such goodness that accrues. 

3. We cannot be kindists. 
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The difficulty is in defending (2).  First, we need a candidate, second we need to be sure 

it really does fall between the cracks, and third, we need a way of determining whether it 

really is good-making when it falls between the cracks; that is, we need a way of 

knowing that its presence in a life makes that life better, all other things being equal.  

Inasmuch as cultural kindism is a new position there are no arguments out there that carry 

out these three tasks, and so it is difficult to respond.  In the presence of that absence we 

could simply defend a general skepticism about good simpliciter as Hume, Mackie, and I 

have done in Chapter 1.  The objector would then have to rely on intuition and the 

epistemological puzzles that surround it in a way that cultural kindism has avoided.  

Barring a defense by such a general skepticism, however, we can either wait and hope to 

strike down attempted counterexamples (provided one has no argument to rule out the 

very possibility of the thing, which I do not), or suggest a candidate ourselves. 

 Let us consider a candidate that seems most plausible: pleasure.  Let us grant that 

the presence of pleasure in one’s life is a good-making feature of a life.  Or, more 

conservatively, we may grant that the presence of pleasures not derived from immoral 

sources are good-making features of a life.  With our candidate we may now ask whether 

it falls between the cracks.  I do not think it does. 

 Let us begin with the assumption that pleasure is a good-making feature of a life; 

can the cultural kindist allow for this?  Doing so requires finding a cultural kind, and thus 

a cultural kind of life, in which the end of a member of that cultural kind is pleasure; 

experiences of pleasure would then be good-making features of that kind of life. 
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 There is an obvious cultural kind here that we may invoke: a pleasure-seeker.  

Pleasure seekers are, of course, those with pleasure as their end.  A good pleasure 

seeker’s life is one in which pleasure is had; experiences of pleasure are good-making 

features of a life of that kind.  Note that this does not imply that the pleasure is only 

good-making if the pleasure is actively sought.  If, luckily, one always has pleasures 

falling in one’s lap, one can live a good life of a pleasure seeker with little or no effort at 

all. 

It might be objected that appeal to ‘pleasure seeker’ is ad hoc; it is not really a 

cultural kind.  But I think there is such a cultural kind, and we see this by way of two 

considerations.  First, we should readily allow that there are people who are thrill seekers, 

or as we sometimes call them, adrenaline junkies; they have excitement as their end.  But 

if we allow that thrill seeker is a cultural kind, it seems arbitrary to disallow that pleasure 

seeker is a cultural kind.  Second, being a pleasure seeker is, though quite common, still a 

substantive thing to be; one could be otherwise.  For we do not automatically pursue 

pleasure; to think that is to think true the many times refuted doctrine of psychological 

egoism.  Nor is everyone a pleasure seeker.  Some people – certain monks, for example – 

are not at all pleasure seekers.  For such a monk, pleasure is not to be sought because, 

say, it interferes with meditation (or one’s spiritual path, or whatever else the end of a 

monk is).  Someone’s being a pleasure seeker, someone’s being the kind of person who is 

on the lookout for pleasure and fun, and who is happy when it falls into his lap, is thus to 

be a member of a cultural kind.  Most people, of course, belong to this cultural kind, and 

there are good explanations for that: our physiological constitution is such that we enjoy 
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pleasure and, on reflection, we decide to go after that which we enjoy.  But, as we have 

seen, not all people are pleasure seekers.  Indeed, not even sub-rational creatures are 

pleasure seekers, inasmuch as psychological egoism is false regarding them as well, that 

is, granted that we do not mean anything fundamentally different when we talk about the 

desires they have and the desires we have. 

 

 C. Evaluating kinds of lives.  We have seen an account of how the cultural kindist 

accounts for the goodness of a person’s life.  But a question and potential objection might 

arise here.  ‘Suppose I am comparing two different kinds of life,’ the questioner asks of 

us.  ‘Is there a way of judging one kind of life better than another?  That is, is one more 

good simpliciter than another?’. 

 The kindist must answer, of course, that no, one is not better simpliciter than 

another.  But now our questioner becomes an objector.  ‘Surely some kinds of lives are 

better simpliciter than another’, he claims.  ‘If kindism cannot account for that, cultural 

kindism is (perhaps deeply) flawed.’ 

 But why might one think this is a flaw of kindism?  The objector probably has at 

least one of two things in mind.  From one direction there are moral concerns: there are 

some cultural kinds and cultural kinds of lives – e.g. the assassin and the good life of the 

assassin – that are morally bad.  We want a way of capturing that thought.  But we have 

already seen how to capture the thought that some kinds of life are morally bad, for we 

have seen how to assess actions as morally bad.  If a kind of life is (partly) constituted by 

acts that are morally wrong – that is, actions that make a moral agent a bad moral agent – 
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then we may conclude that that kind of life is morally bad.  We have no difficulty, then, 

in capturing the thought that some kinds of lives are morally bad kinds of lives.   

From the other direction are concerns about triviality: living a good grass-

counter’s life is to live a trivial life, while the artist’s life is an interesting and engaging 

kind of life.  We want a way of capturing that thought as well.  But why should the 

thought that some lives are trivial disturb the kindist?  Nothing said above precludes one 

from judging some kinds of lives as trivial, boring, uninteresting, neurotic, etc.116 

Our objector might want to add something, however: a kind of life’s being trivial 

entails that it ipso facto has a bad simpliciter-making feature to it.  Similarly, a kind of 

life’s being important has a good simpliciter-making feature of it, viz. that it is important.  

Thus, some kinds of lives are better than others. 

I am not myself moved by this line of thought but I suspect I know what 

motivates the objector.  He is concerned to say that some kinds of lives should be chosen 

and others avoided, some proper objects of admiration and emulation, others of pity or 

disdain.  In short, he is concerned to say something about the reasons a person has for 

choosing one life over another, or for admiring one life and not another.  He is concerned, 

as all ethicists ought to be, with one of the weightiest questions a person faces in his or 

her life: how ought I to live? 

                                                
116 Perhaps we may devise a theory of the trivial or the boring to aid us in such 

judgments, though I am skeptical of such a project.  I suspect such judgments will have to 

come on a case-by-case basis. 
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Any ethicist needs to be able to say something about this question, and one who 

endorses cultural kindism is no exception.  But the cultural kindist will not answer it by 

way of appeal to good simpliciter. That is to say, the cultural kindist will not find the (or 

a) source of normativity in good simpliciter.  But there are many philosophers – indeed, 

many simplicitists – who do not find normativity in goodness either.  Here I can offer 

only some very cursory remarks about reasons; I do not at all pretend to give an account 

that grounds normativity; that enormous task will not be undertaken within a dissertation 

– it is a dissertation. 

 

D. Non-instrumental reasons.  What is the connection between non-instrumental 

reasons and goodness of a kind?  Consider the following prima facie plausible claim 

about the nature of the connection; for the sake of familiarity we may borrow the 

language of Williams117: If one has a pro-attitude towards being an x (or one can get to 

having a pro-attitude towards being an x through a sound deliberative route from the pro-

attitudes one already has), where ‘x’ is a cultural kind, and one is or will be an x, then if 

Φ-ing is constitutive of a good x’s life, and one can Φ, then one has met a sufficient (and 

perhaps necessary) condition for having a non-instrumental reason to Φ. 

That proposal, however plausible, does not cover the whole range of connections 

between reasons and goodness of a kind, for we may still ask whether one has reasons to 

be or become (or cease to be) a member of a particular kind.  As a first pass in response 

to that question, consider the following proposals: provided one has reason to pursue a 
                                                
117 Williams (1979). 
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good life (or the best one can pursue), one has reason to choose to be a member of a kind, 

and thus to live a particular cultural kind of life and a particular KIND OF LIFE, where 

one has the best chance of achieving the most amount of goodness.  If one finds that one 

can be either a philosopher or an architect, but recognizes one’s talents will lead one to 

living a paltry life of an architect, one has reason to be a philosopher.  Another plausible 

claim is that one has reason to become a member of a kind if actions required to live a 

good life of that kind are also the actions that make another life one is already living good 

of its kind.  If, for example, one already lives the life of a thrill-seeker one might choose 

to become a sky-diving instructor; jumping out of a plane makes one’s life good in two 

ways: by being constitutive of living a good life of a thrill-seeker and the good life of a 

sky-diving instructor.  In other cases one has reason not to choose to be a member of 

some kind.  Gauguin, who found it necessary to leave his family to pursue his art in 

Tahiti, had reason to avoid becoming a husband or a father inasmuch as what was 

necessary to live a good life of a kind of which he was already a member (an artist) 

precluded him from living a good life of those other kinds.  In this case, the kind ‘father’s 

life’ is indirectly opposed to the kind ‘artist’s life’ in that the actions required in one are 

contingently in tension with the other.  In another sort of case the kinds of lives directly 

oppose one another.  Granted that one is a moral agent and that one has reason to live a 

good life of a moral agent, one has reason to not be an assassin.  That is because pursuing 

the ends of each of those kinds necessarily makes one a bad member of the other kind. 

It might still be objected that we have not found grounds on which to claim that 

everyone has all things considered reason to avoid being a member of an immoral kind; 
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we can justifiably persuade some who are attracted to being an assassin or rapist that they 

ought not to be such things, but not all.  But I am not convinced this is a real threat.  We 

have before us a theory that explains how we ought to judge such people: as bad (or 

depraved, cruel, grotesque, and so on) moral agents.  And we may not only condemn 

these villains, but we can also lock them up; that is what a good government does to such 

people. 

To repeat, I do not claim to have even begun giving a satisfactory answer to those 

who want a theory that guarantees no one has all things considered reason to be a 

member of an immoral kind; issues concerning the relations among reasons, goodness of 

a kind, and desires, are difficult ones, after all, and we can only do so much here.  Should 

the reader find the task of inquiring into the nature of the connection between reasons and 

goodness of a kind worth pursuing, one of the aims of this dissertation has been met. 

 

E. Summary and transition.  In this chapter I presented and defended cultural 

kindism.  I attempted to show that the cultural kindist has interesting and illuminating 

things to say about how we ought to evaluate people and the lives they live, and how we 

can understand the meanings and referents of key moral terms.  Thinking about morality 

requires thinking about good moral agents, and this is all of a piece with thinking about 

good lives in general.  Lastly, I have attempted to defend cultural kindism against various 

objections, though I have said little about the connections between reasons and goodness 

of a kind.  In the next chapter I will say some more. 
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Cultural kindism has many virtues, not the least of which is that it avoids the 

troubles that beset simplicitism.  But it has another major virtue I have not yet mentioned: 

it illuminates the structure of the self, or put differently, the psychological constitution of 

a person.  In the next chapter I offer a picture of that structure that has at its core the 

notion of being a (good) member of a cultural kind, and living a (good) life of a cultural 

kind.  In particular, I will have much to say about the connections between a person’s 

desires and emotions and his being or caring to be a (good) member of a cultural kind, 

and what considerations he takes to be his reasons.  That the picture offered is coherent 

and, I think, very attractive, lends additional credibility to the claim that cultural kindism 

is a fruitful approach to ethics. 
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Chapter 6: Having a Value and Cultural Kindism 

I. Introduction 

 In the previous chapter I argued that we might employ good of a kind to the 

exclusion of good simpliciter.  More specifically, I argued that cultural kinds should play 

a central role in evaluations of people, their actions, and their lives.  In this chapter I am 

interested in providing a picture of what it is to be a creature capable of self-regulation in 

light of one’s evaluative judgments, or as we may call it, what it is for a creature to be an 

evaluative agent.118  An understanding of cultural kindism plays a central role in the 

picture: I argue that to be an evaluative agent is to be a member of a cultural kind, to be 

disposed to judge one’s actions, desires, and life by the standards appropriate to those 

kinds, and to be motivated in various ways to live up to those standards. 

 

II. The Evaluative Agent 

 A. The essentials.  Before proceeding to offer a picture of the evaluative agent it 

is worth saying something about what any plausible picture of the evaluative agent 

contains.  I begin with some insights of Gary Watson’s.119   

Watson thinks, rightly, that we must distinguish between the desires of an agent 

and, as he puts it, the values or valuations of an agent, and that is because, most 
                                                
118 This is an uncomfortable label; it would be more natural to talk about creatures being 

valuers.  But, for reasons discussed below, I think this term invites confusion in a number 

of ways. 

119 Watson (1975). 
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generally, we must distinguish between wanting something and judging it good.  More 

specifically, that distinction is manifest in two different sorts of cases.  In the first, an 

agent finds himself desiring not just what he fails to value, but what he utterly disvalues, 

as when a Catholic priest has homosexual desires and fantasies he thinks sinful.  In the 

second, one desires something one does indeed value, but the strength of one’s desire is 

not proportionate to the degree the object is judged valuable, as when one finds oneself 

desperately desiring material goods that one regards as worth pursuing but not so much 

that one’s desires for them should rage like this.  Such possibilities highlight that a 

picture of an evaluative agent that includes only desires and higher-order desires cannot 

be right.  We are certainly capable of having various attitudes towards our desires, and 

one of those attitudes is desire, but desiring that one does not have some desire is not the 

same as judging that it is bad.  I call the existence of these divergences between desire 

and evaluative judgments the desire-value gap; failure to account for the desire-value gap 

is fatal to any picture of an evaluative agent. 

 The second necessary ingredient of a plausible picture of an evaluative agent 

concerns the relations among an agent’s desires, values, and what considerations the 

agent takes to be reasons for desire, emotion, and action.  This issue, in the way I am 

intending, is not a normative one but an empirical one; it is about how things seem to the 

agent.  Whether the agent’s seemings are veridical is another issue. 

 On a very strong view, all desires are seemings of reasons.120  I do not wish to 

endorse that strong a thesis, but a weaker thesis (that the strong thesis is committed to as 

                                                
120 Scanlon takes this view in his (2002). 
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well) seems very plausible: someone’s having a desire explains why the desirer takes 

some consideration as a reason.  A’s desiring her child’s welfare, for example, explains 

why she sees the fact that her child is in pain as a reason for helping.  And, with the 

exception of a case I will mention shortly, agents typically take their respective seemings 

to be veridical (though she may not have a view on whether it is the desire that makes it 

the case that the consideration is a reason, and she may be wrong to take it as her reason).  

But an agent may also think the seeming is illusory, and that is because the agent takes 

her desire to be bad or unworthy or wrong; we saw this above in the case of the 

homosexual priest.  What this is meant to illustrate is one way an agent’s values affect 

what considerations the agent takes to be her reasons.  Again, she may still be wrong, as 

when the desire is rejected or accepted due to ignorance.  But let us put considerations of 

this sort to the side; here we are concerned not with what reasons she does have but with 

what reasons she thinks she has, and why. 

That values function in these ways – that they affect in various ways what facts an 

agent takes to be her reasons – is something any plausible account of what an evaluative 

agent is requires.  Call this the deliberative requirement, because it concerns what agents 

take to be relevant in their practical deliberations. 

For all I have said so far the best account of what it is to be an evaluative agent 

was already offered by Plato.  Reason comprehends The Good and apprehends what takes 

part in it, and doing so affects one’s practical deliberations.  That picture certainly 

accounts for the desire-value gap and meets the deliberative requirement.  But that is not 

the picture I wish to endorse.  The picture I offer of what it is to be an evaluative agent is 
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very much inspired by cultural kindism (which is, officially, a meta-ethical position, not a 

moral psychological one).  In particular, cultural kindism inspires my conception of what 

it is to have a value, a notion that is central to my overall picture.  But understanding that 

notion requires further understanding how it interacts with other components of the self.  

One mental state of particular importance (because of its many connections to having a 

value) is that of caring.  I turn to a discussion of it presently. 

 

B. Caring.  To care for S,121 as I am conceiving it here, is to be favorably 

disposed to S’s welfare.  In cases in which S is a person, by ‘S’s welfare’ I mean ‘S’s 

having a good life’. 

There are two ways we might conceive of caring that would make it more 

specific.  The first is to conceive of caring as a single desire for S’s welfare, the second is 

to conceive of caring as a complex set of dispositions to have particular desires and 

emotions upon S’s being in various states, viz. joy when S fares well, sadness when S 

fares poorly, indignation when S is wronged, etc., and to be disposed to perform actions 

that promote S’s welfare.  Of course, we may try explain this set of dispositions by appeal 

to a single desire for S’s welfare or, going the other way, claim that the desire for S’s 

welfare just is that set of dispositions (or one reasonably like it), but that need not 

concern us here.   
                                                
121 I use ‘care for’ instead of ‘care about’ to indicate that the notion of someone or 

something’s welfare is concerned.  To care about something may have nothing to do with 

anything’s welfare; it simply indicates a lack of apathy towards some object. 
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Whichever way we conceive of caring, we ought to think that caring is a non-

cognitive attitude.  The best evidence for this is the fact that countless non-human and 

human animals care for their offspring.  That is not to say that caring cannot result from 

other cognitive attitudes – for instance, coming to believe something about some object – 

only that it is not itself a cognitive attitude.122 

It is worth noting that my view differs in important ways from Harry Frankfurt’s 

many articulations of the nature of caring.  In his “On Caring,” Frankfurt has the 

following to say. 

 

The question of whether a person cares about something pertains 

essentially to whether he is committed to his desire for it…Being 

committed to a desire is not equivalent to approving of it or endorsing 

it…it entails a further disposition to be active in seeing to it that the desire 

is not abandoned or neglected.  A person who cares about something may 

not actually pursue it as an end; after all, he may prefer instead to pursue 

other things that he cares about more.  He will necessarily be concerned, 

however that his desire for it continues to occupy some meaningful 

position in the order of his preferences.  If the desire should tend to 
                                                
122 There are really countless ways one can come to care for something.  Inherited 

biological constitution and coming to believe something about some object are the less 

suspect of them, but there is no reason to think one could not come to care for something 

as a result of brainwashing. 
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disappear, or be forgotten, he will be disposed to refresh it and to reinforce 

whatever degree of influence he wishes it to exert upon his decisions and 

upon his behavior.123 

 

And love, on Frankfurt’s account, is just a mode of caring; it is to care about the beloved 

for the beloved’s own sake in such a way that one cannot help caring. 

 

Love is a kind of caring that we cannot help but experience…Loving 

something is not the same as liking it very much, or wanting it very badly, 

or deriving or expecting to derive great satisfaction from it; nor does 

loving something necessarily follow from regarding it as especially 

attractive or desirable, or from judging it to be especially valuable.  

Rather, love is essentially a somewhat non-voluntary and complex 

volitional structure that bears both upon how a person is disposed to act 

and upon how he is disposed to manage the motivations and interests by 

which he moved.124 

 

 There are two ways in which my picture differs from Frankfurt’s, both of which 

are quite significant.  First, I think Frankfurt’s general picture of caring has to be wrong 

because it has a person who is said to care looking in the wrong place.  For on Frankfurt’s 
                                                
123  “On Caring” in Frankfurt (1998), 161-2. 

124 Ibid, 165. 
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account, A’s caring for B consists in having some desire relating to B and being 

committed to that desire.  And being committed to the desire means one is disposed to 

make sure it does not go away.  But caring is a paradigmatic case of having one’s mind 

on the other.  Frankfurt’s account, on the other hand, makes all caring caring about 

oneself being a certain way.  That is what I meant when I said that he has the person who 

cares looking in the wrong place; he is to look outside himself, at the object cared for, not 

at his desire for the cared one.  That is not of course to say that one cannot also be 

committed to ensuring that the desire does not wane, nor is it to say that one’s caring 

cannot cause that commitment; it is just to say that caring does not consist in that 

commitment.  This is particularly evident when we consider a particularly optimistic 

carer; we can imagine someone who intelligibly, even if peculiarly, says, ‘I care deeply 

about that, but if I should cease to care about that, that is okay – I shall care about 

something else instead!”  Such a person cares, but he does not care that he cares. 

 We may summarize this difference between mine and Frankfurt’s view with the 

following observation: Frankfurt conceives of caring as relating to one’s attitude towards 

a desire of one’s own; it is one’s commitment to keep a desire alive that makes it true of 

one that one cares.  I endorse no such hierarchical picture.  Caring is one thing, and one’s 

attitude towards one’s caring is another.  What is central to my view is that caring 

concerns what is desired.  In particular, the desire that is constitutive of caring is the 

desire for the good of some object, where that object can be another person, an artifact, or 

oneself. 
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The second significant difference between Frankfurt’s picture and my own 

concerns his claim that love, a particular kind of caring, is a “volitional structure that 

bears both upon how a person is disposed to act and upon how he is disposed to manage 

the motivations and interests by which he moved.”  Granting for the sake of argument 

that love is a kind of caring, we have already seen why I do not think caring or love is a 

structure of any sort; thinking it is gets us looking in the wrong place.  I do, though, agree 

with Frankfurt that caring bears upon how one is disposed to act; caring is constituted by 

desire, after all.  The disagreement concerns whether caring or loving is something that 

plays a managerial role in determining which of one’s desires to act on (“…disposed to 

manage the motivations…”).  It is obvious why it plays that role in Frankfurt’s account; 

one has a commitment, a higher-order attitude, to some of one’s desires.  Caring, then, is 

largely constituted by having a part of one’s self choosing some desires over others.  But 

caring does not get to play that managerial role on my account because it is, after all, one 

desire, or one set of dispositions, among many others, and it does not have as its object 

other desires.  It can overpower them, to be sure, but that is just to say that the desire or 

set of dispositions that constitute caring stand in various causal relations to other desires. 

The things that do play a managerial role on my account are the values one has.125 

I now turn to a discussion of what it is to have a value.   

                                                
125 In speaking of a “managerial role” I only mean to imply something that plays a causal, 

not necessarily a normative, role.  Put differently, in discussing what sorts of things play 

a managerial role, I do not mean to imply Butler’s picture, according to which some parts 
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C. Having a value.  We begin by reminding ourselves about cultural kinds.  

Understanding what a good x is requires that one be aware of the standard by which a 

member of the kind is judged; one must be aware, then, of what the ends of an x are.  To 

understand, in a particular case, that some x is good of its respective kind requires that 

one a) know what kind it is to which x belongs, b) know the ends of an x, c) know what 

properties of an x are conducive to meeting those ends; one must know which properties 

of an x are good x-making, and d) know what properties x has.  One must then determine 

which of x’s properties are good x-making, if any.  The result of such an assessment is a 

judgment about the goodness/badness of x.  Notice that the notion of understanding 

employed here is deeper than knowledge: to understand that it is a good x is to 

understand why it is good, or what makes it good, whereas (mere) knowledge that x is 

good can come from reliable testimony. 

Understanding and knowing what a good x is, and understanding/knowing in a 

particular case that some x is a good x, need have no connection to motivation.  One may 

understand/know what a good mathematician is and be acquainted with a particular good 

mathematician but be completely indifferent to his existence.  To understand what a good 

x is, and that some particular x is a good x, is, we might say, a matter for theoretical 

reason, not practical reason.  But there is a deep connection between practical reason and 

a theoretical understanding of what a good x is.  That connection is the having of a value. 
                                                                                                                                            
of the self – the principle of self-love, the principle of benevolence, and, most 

importantly, the conscience – have authority over other parts.  
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To have the value of being a good x requires, as a necessary condition, that one a) 

understands oneself as, at least in part, an x (e.g. a parent, citizen, philosopher, moral 

agent), and b) has an understanding of a good x.  Having the value, most generally, is a 

matter of c) judging one’s desires, emotions, and/or (proposed courses) of action against 

the standard for good x’s, and d) being motivated (to some degree) to conform one’s 

desires, emotions, and/or actions to that standard, that is, to be motivated to be a good 

x.126 Having a value is a matter of having internalized one’s understanding of a good x, 

where internalization just is the process by which one comes to take those standards as 

standards for oneself.   

But what does it mean to say that one takes the standards as standards for oneself?  

What does having a value do?  The answer, in functional terms, is that a value has a 

corrective function and, sometimes, a striving function. 

A value’s corrective function operates as follows: one measures one’s desires, 

emotions and/or proposed courses of action against a standard that constitutes a value had 

and finds one’s current desires, emotions and/or intentions falling short of this standard.  

That the value has been internalized means that a variety of motivational factors may 

come to bear on one such that one is moved to perform an action in accordance with that 

standard, for instance, the avoidance of guilt and/or shame for breaching the standard, 

fear of retribution by another, pride or honor one takes in living up to those standards, as 

                                                
126 The ‘and/or’ is necessary because a person may have a value in such a way that the 

standard is only relevant to actions.  I discuss the issue below. 
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a reminder and hence encourager of one’s caring for the object one is currently inclined 

to disregard, and so on. Joseph Butler provides a perfect example of this. 

 

Thus a parent has the affection of love to his children; this leads him to 

take care of, to educate, to make due provision for them; the natural 

affection leads to this, but the reflection that it is his proper business, what 

belongs to him, that it is right and commendable so to do – this added to 

the affection becomes a much more settled principle and carries him on 

through more labor and difficulties for the sake of his children than he 

would undergo from that affection alone, if he thought it, and the course of 

action it led to, either indifferent or criminal.127 

 

On the picture I am presenting, this is a case in which the parent has the value 

‘being a good parent’ and relies on a) her understanding of what it is to be a good parent 

and b) the motivational factors that constitute having internalized the standard 

appropriate to good parents.  This is not a case in which the parent does not care for her 

child, for caring for her child is compatible with occasionally being annoyed or fed up 

with her child, or being lazy, or being concerned with something that concerns her own 

welfare (or a third person’s welfare), and even having a moment of self-absorption.  

Having a value, then, can be a way of ensuring that one promotes the welfare of that for 

which one cares; it is a safety net, a back-up, in particular instances in which one is not 
                                                
127 Butler (1900), 30 
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directly led to act in such a way that promotes the welfare of the object cared for.  This is 

what it is for a value to play a corrective function. 

This is not to say a value is always there as a corrective.  In general, 

understanding that one is a parent and having internalized the standard of being a good 

parent will lead one, in some instances, to reflect upon what it is a good parent would do 

in a situation in which one currently finds oneself.  Then one may realize that a good 

parent would x and so decide oneself to x, where the motivations for x-ing can come 

from a variety of places, e.g. pride in being the sort of person who lives up to his values, 

the desire for one’s child’s welfare (that is, caring for one’s child) and/or the avoidance of 

shame for having failed to be a good parent.128 

A value’s corrective function has to do with relatively local matters: this desire or 

(proposed course of) action here and now.  But having a value sometimes (as to when, 

more later) has to do with more global matters, viz. the constitution of one’s character in 

general.   In such cases a value had is manifesting its striving function, which operates as 

follows: one recognizes that one is characteristically, or typically, a person whose desires, 

emotions, and dispositions of the will flout the standards that are one’s values; one 

recognizes oneself as (often) selfish, self-absorbed, lazy, weak-willed, short-sighted, etc., 

and that being this way often leads one to act contrary to how one would act if one acted 

in accordance with the values one has.  In such cases one’s having a value manifests itself 

in instructing one to strive to become a person who is not lazy, short-sighted, and so on, 
                                                
128 I do not mean to suggest deliberation and ensuing action are as simple as all this.  See 

Watson (2003). 
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and to develop such traits as courage, temperance, generosity, etc.  For instance, having 

the value ‘being a good parent’ entails understanding that to be a good parent one should, 

at least sometimes, be moved to act from caring for one’s child.  One who finds such 

caring lacking or difficult but who has internalized the standard for good parenthood sees 

that what needs to be done is to change one’s character; one needs to become less self-

absorbed, for instance, so that one can be more sensitive to or empathic with one’s child. 

  In the previous chapter I remarked in a footnote that a person is not only a 

philosopher or only a parent or only a moral agent; he is all of these things.  And the 

virtues of one are the virtues of another.  Good philosophers, good mothers, and good 

moral agents all have character traits of the following sort: patience, respect for other 

people’s views, courage (of thought, in the case of the philosopher), and so on.  The 

virtues are good of a kind-making.  The striving function of a value had, then, is 

constituted by motivating the agent to have character traits that are good of a kind-

making, viz. to have the virtues of a good x.  So it is not right to say, on my view, that one 

has the value of being a courageous person or a temperate person or a generous person.  

Rather, those traits are called for by the values one has, where the values one has are 

internalized standards relating to cultural kinds.  Put differently, the various (moral) 

virtues are not values that, as it were, stand by themselves, but are instead implicit in 

more specific values one has that are about being a good member of a cultural kind 

(especially the kind ‘moral agent’).   
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In this way my picture differs significantly from Philipa Foot’s conception of the 

virtues, for on her account it is the virtues that are the “correctives.”  She writes in her 

“Virtues and Vices”: 

 

[G]oing back to the idea of virtues as correctives, one may say that it is 

only because fear and the desire for pleasure often operate as temptations 

that courage and temperance exist as virtues at all…there is, for instance, a 

virtue of industriousness only because idleness is a temptation; and of 

humility only because men tend to think too well of themselves.129 

 

But, if we assume Aristotle’s conception of the perfectly virtuous agent, this 

account of the virtues as correctives is unacceptable.  For a perfectly virtuous agent 

desires just what he ought to; if he did not, he would be continent, not virtuous.  But on 

Foot’s account, if the virtues are correctives, then a virtuous agent is one who perfectly 

corrects for his wayward desires.  But then he is only perfectly continent, not perfectly 

virtuous, because perfectly virtuous people do not have wayward desires.  Put differently, 

a perfectly virtuous person does not need to correct for anything because he is as he ought 

to be.  But if the virtues are correctives, then the virtuous person has no virtues, and this 

is nonsense. 

In contrast to this, consider my account.  We must allow that, theoretically at 

least, a value can lead to the idleness or uselessness of its own corrective and striving 
                                                
129 Foot (1985), 170. 



 150 

functions.  Once one has – if one can – overcome one’s self-absorption, laziness, short-

sightedness, etc., and sufficiently developed into a courageous, generous, kind, etc. 

person, one no longer needs to correct against or strive for anything.  One will still have 

the virtues, of course; indeed, it is because one has them that one’s values are no longer 

needed to play corrective and striving functions.  This is not to say, however, that having 

a value is no longer relevant to a person at all, for one still has the tasks of determining 

what action in a given situation does in fact make one (or contributes to one’s being) a 

good x; one still needs to have that standard in mind so one can see what the right thing 

to do is and thereby form a desire to do it.  That a value should actually lead to the 

uselessness of its corrective and striving functions is probably a mere logical possibility 

and not a psychological plausibility, though, given man’s great capacities for both 

temptation and improvement. 

It should be seen by now how the picture I am offering accounts for the desire-

value gap and meets the deliberative requirement, and that it is analogous to but quite 

different from Plato’s account of the soul.  In Plato’s picture, Reason is dedicated to 

judging The Good and to motivating the possessor of that Reason to pursue the Good.  

Reason, we might say, is the string that ties human nature to The Good; it is what makes 

a human being an evaluative agent.  The picture I am presenting replaces Plato’s 

‘Reason’ with ‘internalized standards of a cultural kind’ and ‘The Good’ with ‘the good 

of a kind’.  When one understands that people can a) understand, abstractly, what a good 

x is, b) be and conceive of themselves as an x, and c) internalize standards appropriate to 
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an x, then one understands where our abstract account of goodness intersects with an 

account of human nature. 

There is more to say about having a value.  More specifically, I want to talk about 

the various ways in which one comes to have a value, maintain a value, and the relations 

among the having of a value, the object promoted by one’s having the value one does, 

and one’s caring.  First, though, a quick note on terminology. 

The expression ‘S values x’ is frequently invoked by philosophers and laymen 

alike (we saw it in Watson)130 but it has too many meanings to be helpful in philosophical 

inquiry.  It may indicate a cognitive attitude of S’s, as when S judges x good, or it may 

indicate a non-cognitive attitude of S’s, as when S cares for x.  It can also be used to 

indicate that S enjoys x, as when ‘x’ is an activity.  Due to the expression’s multiple 

ambiguities, it is best we leave it behind. 

 

D. Coming to have/maintain a value.  I have so far discussed the value ‘being a 

good parent’ and a parent’s caring for her child, but there are, of course, many other 

values and caring pairs.  One may have the value ‘being a good x’, where x stands for 

husband, brother, citizen, mentor, art collector, and so on.  There are also cases in which 

one has a value but it would not be right to say that one cares for the object promoted by 

the value.  A philosopher does not care for wisdom – he is not concerned with the good 

of wisdom, whatever that could mean – but he does care very much about wisdom.  At 
                                                
130 We saw it in Watson (1975), but he later identifies one way in which the term is 

ambiguous in (1987). 
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any rate, one might wonder how it is one comes to have a value at all; what explains why 

someone internalizes the values they do? 

One may come to have a value as a result of one’s caring; caring for one’s child 

may lead one to internalize the value ‘being a good parent’ because one realizes one will 

get annoyed and self-absorbed at times.  But not all carings lead to the having of a value.  

Our cavalier carer – “If I cease to care, that is okay…I shall care about something else 

instead!” – is not led to have a value from his carings. 

But one may come to have a value for a variety of reasons.  Parents and 

communities as a whole raise children in such a way that certain standards are 

internalized; children are indoctrinated and/or threatened with a loss of love (as Freud 

had it).  Many, perhaps most or even all, values can be had without caring for the object 

whose welfare the value promotes; one may have the value ‘being a good friend (to A)’ 

so that one will be the beneficiary of people’s (A’s) generosity, ‘being a good moral 

agent’ so that one will receive the praise, admiration, and envy of others, and ‘being a 

good attorney’ because one is fearful of being fired or greedy.  One may even come to 

have a value because one enjoys the idea of having the value as when, for instance, one 

has the value ‘being a good artist’ and one is not so much joyed by art, but by the idea of 

being one who strives to be an artist; it is romantic.  This is a case in which one exhibits 

inauthenticity or lives in bad faith; one may not be aware that one is after the idea and not 

the end promoted at all.  One may also come to have a value by choice, as when one 

decides to commit oneself to a goal or career path.  In short, there are many ways one 

could come to have a value, just as there are many ways one could come to have a desire. 



 153 

 That one’s values are logically independent of one’s carings entails that not all 

values have a striving function, though they do all have a corrective function.  In the case 

in which one has the value of being a good moral agent so that one is the recipient of 

admiration and envy, one performs the acts of a courageous, generous, or kind person – 

the actions of a good moral agent – but one does not seek to be genuinely courageous, 

generous, and kind.  One has the value because one cares for oneself, not because one 

cares for the object of one’s generosity and kindness.  Thus, having internalized the value 

of being a good moral agent, one will stop oneself from acting on a desire to harm 

another; the value will manifest its corrective function, but it will not manifest a striving 

function. 

Let us introduce some terms of art.  If one has a value that promotes the welfare 

of an object one cares for, I will say one has an ideal.  Having an ideal entails having a 

value that has both a corrective and striving function.  If, on the other hand, one has a 

value that does not promote an object one cares for – if it only has a corrective function – 

I will say one has a code of conduct, or code for short.131 132 
                                                
131 Not all cases of having a code of conduct need be morally suspect.  One may have, for 

example, the code ‘being a good lawyer,’ so that one can receive a wage with which one 

can provide for one’s family, one’s children’s education, and so on.  The value ‘being a 

good lawyer’ has as its end the state of affairs in which one is a good lawyer.  That state 

of affairs may, however, be instrumentally desired. 

132 It is worth noting that one may care for the values had themselves; it is important to 

one that the values one has do not fade.  This attitude towards one’s values is just like the 
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 E. The amoralist.  We have seen that one can come to have a value in a variety of 

ways.   But it is at least logically possible, if not psychologically plausible, that someone 

should not have any values at all.  This does not mean, however, that one is a moral 

monster, for one may still be filled with desires and emotions having as their objects the 

welfare of others.  Man in Rousseau’s state of nature, for example, has no values, but the 

two emotions that dominate him are a gentle self-love (amour de soi), which enjoins him 

to seek his own preservation, and pity, or compassion, which is a pain one feels at the 

suffering of others.  One becomes a moral monster when a new form of self-love (amour 

propre) comes to eclipse the natural (development of the) sentiment of pity.  This is 

opposed, of course, to man in the state of nature as presented by Hobbes.  But both 

Rousseau’s and Hobbes’ respective men are amoral; they do not as yet have the value of 

being a good moral agent. 

 The amoralist, then, is someone who simply lacks the value of being a good moral 

agent, but he may for all that be a lovely person to be around.  And I do not see any 
                                                                                                                                            
attitude of commitment Frankfurt thinks constitutes caring.  Here as there, one’s caring 

for the values one has is just a constituent element in caring for oneself.  One’s identity, 

who one is, is (partly) constituted by the values one has, and in caring for oneself as the 

particular person one is one cares about that which constitutes one’s particular self.  This 

is one reason why most are so resistant to changing their values: it is difficult to let pieces 

of oneself go. 
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reason for disallowing the possibility of such a person.  Such people are rare, I think, 

though I suspect that most people have the value of being a good moral agent for non-

laudable reasons; in most, the value of being a good moral agent plays a corrective but 

not a striving function, and that is because of the way in which the value was, as it were, 

implanted in the person.  As I put it above, such people have a code of conduct but not an 

ideal.  That said, the value might be implanted for one reason but then maintained or 

reaffirmed for different reasons, as when one first internalizes the standard from fear of 

the loss of love of one’s parents but later comes to see that being a good moral agent is 

beneficial to those for whom one cares.  What was once (only, merely) a code of conduct 

is now an ideal. 

 The possibility of the amoralist seems to strike some philosophers as a real 

problem or concern; as moral philosophers we simply must find solid grounds on which 

to say to the amoralist that he has reason to do that which a moral agent does; one still 

has reason to do the morally right thing.  But, if we grant that the presence of a desire 

indicates that one has a reason, then there is no need to panic.  For either the amoralist 

whom we are addressing is akin to Rousseau’s man, in which case he has desires and 

emotions that provide him with reasons to do as the moral agent does, or he is a being not 

only lacking the value of being a good moral agent, but also utterly lacking in pity, 

compassion, sympathy, or any emotion or desire relating to the welfare of others, and he 

either lacks a capacity to empathize or uses that capacity so that, like a torturer, he can 

discern what would cause his victim the most pain.  Now that is someone to be worried 

about.  But then, what we are panicked about is the presence of psychopaths, not 
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amoralists.  That is, consideration of Rousseau’s man shows us that not all amoralists are 

psychopaths, even if all psychopaths are amoralists.  But it is hardly the job of the moral 

philosopher to rationally persuade psychopaths; they need psychiatrists, not philosophers. 

Some philosophers will still resist.  The job of the moral philosopher, they will 

claim, is to show that moral reasons always outweigh the non-moral reasons.  But that 

moral reasons always outweigh non-moral reasons is not only a substantive position, and 

thus not the job of moral philosophers as such to prove it, but it is also denied by most 

philosophers and for good reason: it is easily refuted.  Simply consider a case in which 

one has made a trivial promise but breaking it would be of great benefit to oneself.  One 

has some reason, moral reason, to keep the promise, but the reasons on the other side are 

obviously stronger. 

Still, it might be objected that the Rousseauian amoralist is worrying because he is 

not as reliably moral as one is who has the value of being a good moral agent.  He might 

have reason to do as the moral agent does, but he is lacking self-regulation, that is, he is 

lacking something that has a corrective function that would stop him from doing the 

morally wrong thing.  Having the value of being a moral agent is a safety net; it stops, or 

at least hinders one, from acting on a desire that would lead one to do something morally 

wrong. 

Most people, of course, have the value of being a good moral agent, so the person 

we are considering is probably rare.  But even if he is not we are certainly not at a loss 

when it comes to giving him reasons to compare his desires, emotions, and actions 

against the standard for being a good moral agent.  One obvious reason is that he will get 
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in trouble less often; he will have a much better chance of staying out of jail.  That may 

only make the value had a code of conduct, but that would be enough to secure relatively 

reliable moral acts (at least, just as reliable as anyone who acquired the value for non-

rational reasons).  Or we may illustrate to him that being a good moral agent helps to 

secure the welfare of those individuals and communities for whom he already cares.  In 

general, whatever answers are available to the question, ‘why be moral?’ can be offered, 

and it is difficult to imagine anyone that is not a psychopath failing to find any of those 

reasons ultimately persuasive.  But the moral philosopher can only give those reasons; 

whether the person is receptive to those reasons is another matter. 

 

 F. Summary and transition.  We have now seen in detail what makes evaluative 

agency possible and what it is to be an evaluative agent: the fact that there are cultural 

kind concepts and the actualizing of a capacity to internalize the standards appropriate to 

those kinds.  I have also discussed how having values affects what reasons one takes 

oneself to have (and perhaps also the reasons one actually does have), and how we might 

have reasons to adopt new values; I focused on the value of being a good moral agent but 

could have just as well discussed that we give reasons to people for choosing a career in 

philosophy or medicine or art, and are thereby giving them reasons to have the value of 

being a good philosopher or doctor or whatever.   

I now want to shift topics a bit, but to discuss something we could not have 

without first having the above account of what it is to be an evaluative agent.  The topic 

that now concerns me is the nature of critiquing the values we have.  And I turn to this 
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now because it is a central feature of ethics: evaluating oneself and one’s life so that 

things can go better. 

 

III. Critique 

 A. Two kinds of critique.  Self-criticism is central to evaluating one’s life, and 

central to that is critiquing the values one has.  In this section I discuss two kinds of 

critique – self-critique and conceptual critique – both of which have two stages.  The first 

stage concerns discovery, the second concerns evaluation of that which has been 

discovered.  What I have to say is, admittedly, just the beginnings, a rough outline, of 

these kinds of critiques, but they are, I think, auspicious beginnings. 

 

 B. Introspection.  We saw that there are a variety of ways in which one can come 

to have a value: as a result of one’s carings, indoctrination, one’s choices, one’s idea of 

what is romantic, one’s instrumental reasonings, and so on.  We may have added that 

those choices, and the desires that motivate them, can be the result of insecurity, shame, 

greed, spite, revenge, fear of more things than I can count (of being ostracized, 

disapproved of by one’s family, friends, and community at large, the loss of love, failure, 

success, responsibility, besting one’s loved ones, losing to one’s loved ones, becoming 

too serious…), ignorance, self-loathing, ressentiment, weakness, closed-mindedness, 

false assumptions, bad inferences, stupidity, and so on and on.  Indeed, one’s values may 

not only be had as a result of avoiding insecurity, shame, etc., but may serve to further 
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support such traits, as when one joins a cultural kind in which being a good member 

requires stupidity and closed-mindedness; the Republican party, for example.133  

 Knowledge that one has adopted a value from such a cause is not easy and 

requires relentless introspection, where by ‘introspection’ I do not mean simply “looking 

inside” to discover what one is now feeling or desiring, nor what values one has, but 

prodding oneself to reveal how or why one has come to have the desires and values one 

does.  And this requires, in the vast majority of cases, not only a lot of work, but the 

courage to be honest with oneself about one’s deepest flaws and the capacity to respond 

to those discoveries in a productive way.134 
                                                
133 In his journal, Kierkegaard wrote: “There are many people who reach their 

conclusions about life like schoolboys: they cheat their master by copying the answer out 

of a book without having worked the sum out for themselves.”  See Bretall  (1973), 19. 

134 These observations concerning why one has the values one does apply equally to why 

one believes others should have particular values.  Perhaps one thinks another ought to 

have one’s own values because one thinks it is the best thing for the other, or because one 

is closed-minded, or does not want to be different, or wants to further validate one’s life.  

One may also think it is a matter of fairness, as when one thinks others ought to have the 

value of being a good citizen, which requires acting in accordance with the law.  One’s 

concern for fairness, though, may be due to one’s love or compassion or respect for 

everyone, or a concern to ensure that no one gets ahead of oneself, or that one does not 

get trampled on, etc. 
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The knowledge provided by introspection is important, and crucial to ethical 

thought, because it is directly related to how one lives, and more specifically, to whether 

one has oriented one’s life such that one pursues a good life, or if one only runs away 

from fears, insecurities, shame, and in the end, oneself.  A person too closed-minded 

(perhaps as a result of fear) to see other possible ways of living shuts himself out of the 

possibility of choosing to live a different life, including those to which he is best suited 

and would have him pursuing ends for which he cares.  A person too afraid of failure 

chooses a safe position that grants a mediocre life with little joy.  And some have a value 

because they are utterly unaware that there are other options; either they are not presented 

to him, or he does not know where to look, or he has “learned” his station in life.  As a 

consequence, at the extreme end of things we have a person whose values are all 

classified as codes of conduct and none as ideals.  But to have a code of conduct is just to 

have a value that plays only a corrective and not a striving function.  Such a person is, 

then, paradigmatically pitiful: he never strives to attain virtues he does not possess, does 

not become anything good, does not live a good life of any cultural kind; he is simply a 

domesticated animal.  Thus the importance of having ideals, and a fortiori the importance 

of caring for something. 

We might claim that such people have reasons to adopt different values and to 

shed the ones they have, or to begin to care for the objects the welfare of which one’s 

values currently promote, and we may add that they are currently failing to either 

recognize or act on these reasons.  But the charges of unreasonableness and irrationality, 

while true, are unhelpful.  One does little to diagnose the problem, and even less in 
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helping one’s friend, by informing him that he is simply not acting on the reasons he has.  

That is because one’s friend’s problems are not of the intellect or even of the will, but of 

the character. 

Self-critique, which includes introspection as its method of discovery of that 

which is to be critiqued, is thus crucial to orientating oneself towards living a good life.  

Put differently, if one does not orient oneself then one will be oriented, and the latter 

option is unlikely to happen in a way with which one ought to be satisfied if one is 

attempting to live a good, let alone great, life. 

As I mentioned, though, self-critique is one of two forms of critique in which one 

can engage to assess one’s values.  The other is concept-critique, and I turn to it now.  

 

 C. Scanlon and starting points.  Our cultural kind concepts have, implicit in them, 

standards for what counts as a good member of a kind.  That, at least, is what I have 

claimed so far.  But this requires further discussion, for I think we can critique our 

cultural kind concepts – we can have a discussion about them – in such a way that at the 

end of our critique we have improved our cultural kind concepts.  The nature of the 

critique, and the sort of improvement possible, needs clarification though, and I attempt 

that clarification by considering two philosophers one would not normally think can 

complement each other: T.M. Scanlon and Nietzsche.  I turn to Scanlon first. 

 In his “The Fear of Relativism,” Scanlon is primarily interested in “whether and 

how a form of benign relativism could be true.135 In the course of his discussion he comes 
                                                
135 Scanlon (1995), 225. 
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to address the connection between principles of morality – those with substantive 

normative content – and the concept of morality, and he takes as his launching point 

Foot’s claim that the concept of morality has certain “definitional starting-points.”  In 

exploring the connection between substantive principles and the concept of morality, 

then, one is, according to both Foot and Scanlon, exploring the connection between the 

definitional starting-points of morality and those principles.   

 Definitional starting-points are just that: they indicate, roughly and in outline, 

what one must be talking about for it to be truly said that one is talking about morality at 

all.  To take an obvious case, if one is discussing the health of the economy, one is not 

talking about morality.  But, if one is discussing how to treat someone else, or what 

someone is owed, or whether the sacrifice is worth the gain, then of course we are talking 

about morality.  But definitional starting points do not directly imply the content of 

morality; there is much debate to be had about whether someone is owed something and, 

if so, what makes it the case that they are so owed.  Still, though, there is something that 

ties the possible answers to the definitional starting points.  Scanlon brings this out well 

in his discussion of disagreement among utilitarians and contractualists. 

 

The moral status of contingent principles might depend not on their logical 

ties to ‘definitional criteria’, understood as fixed points in the content of 

morality, but rather on their connection with different conceptions of the 

nature of morality and its authority…[For example], [l]ike some 

contractualists, some utilitarians may locate the ground [the definitional 
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starting-point] of morality in what Mill called the desire to be in unity with 

one’s fellow creatures…but beyond this point they may disagree about the 

content of morality, the utilitarian allowing…greater sacrifice to be 

imposed on individuals for the sake of the common good.  To a utilitarian, 

a contractualist’s interpretation of the ‘desire for unity’ may seem to be 

narrow and ungenerous and to fail to recognize the full force of this basic 

moral impulse.  Someone might be a convinced utilitarian for this reason, 

and such a person would hold utilitarian contingent principles for the same 

reason: not because they follow from the definitional starting-points but 

because they are supported by the best account of the moral force of those 

starting-points… 

 And contractualists have their own objections to utilitarian 

principles.  Indeed, these reasons may be, from their point of view, more 

exigent, since they may see utilitarian principles as licensing actions that 

at least come very near to violating definitional starting-points if, for 

example, they allow medical treatment to be withheld from people who 

refuse to participate in medical experiments.136 

 

 The upshot is that along with the concept ‘morality’ there comes a question of 

how best to interpret or extrapolate from the starting-point provided by that concept, and 

thus the need for philosophy.  Notice, though, that we could have put the discussion in 
                                                
136 Ibid, 240-1. 
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very slightly different terms: as an analysis of the concept of a moral agent.  For it might 

be a definitional starting-point that a moral agent as such has as her end “being in union 

with her fellow creatures.”  It follows from this that, if Scanlon and Foot are right, as I 

think they are, when one has the value of being a good moral agent – when that standard 

has been internalized – there is still a question of how one ought to desire, feel, and act 

such that the ends of a moral agent are attained.  Thus, for those of us who have 

internalized the standard of being a good moral agent, when we critique the concept of a 

moral agent and its connection with substantive normative disputes in the way Scanlon 

discusses, we are necessarily critiquing the values we have.  Concept-critique and self-

critique are not so distinct after all. 

 But what if two parties do not even agree on a starting-point?  Scanlon does not 

say too much about what is to be done here, though one example he gives is helpful.  We 

might reject a definitional starting-point of morality because “it expresses a conception of 

what is important in life that I see no reason to accept (perhaps because it involves factual 

assumptions which I see as mistaken).”137  Scanlon has in mind here someone whose 

definitional starting-point for morality centrally references god’s will; that starting-point 

presupposes, of course, that there is a god (that offers dictates, etc.).  Disagreement on a 

definitional starting-point can thus rest upon more fundamental disagreements. 

 But there are other ways of critiquing a definitional starting-point, and this is 

where we come to Nietzsche.  For Nietzsche’s The Genealogy of Morality is largely a 

matter of critiquing the concept of morality; the “method of genealogy” is his method for 
                                                
137 Ibid, 244. 
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critiquing the concept.  And we know this because Nietzsche’s general approach to the 

concept of morality is guided by an understanding of the nature of concepts in general 

and what is needed to properly critique them; the case of morality is just a special case of 

a general approach to understanding concepts.  And his critique is, in part, a critique of 

the (so-called) definitional starting-points of a concept.  So now I proceed to explain 

Nietzsche’s position, and then I will argue that adding Nietzsche’s insights to Foot’s and 

Scanlon’s yields an instructive position concerning how we can critique our cultural kind 

concepts in general, and thereby critique the values we have. 

 

 D.  Nietzsche on concepts.  In Treatise II section 13 (and to a lesser extent, section 

12) of The Genealogy of Morality Nietzsche provides us with an account of what it is to 

analyze a practice, or more specifically, the concept of that practice.  His position, most 

generally, is that certain of our concepts have no clear meaning, by which he means, at 

least, that there are not simply necessary and sufficient conditions for the applications of 

these terms.  His explanation for why they lack such clear meanings is that the concept 

changes over time, acquiring additional layers of meaning along the way, no layer of 

which is privileged.  The concept ‘punishment’, for example, is this sort of concept.  

Nietzsche discusses it at length and, because he uses this discussion as a model for 

conceptual analysis in general, I quote him at length. 

 

–To return to our topic, namely to punishment, one must then distinguish 

in it two sorts of things: first that which is relatively permanent in it, the 
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practice, the act, the ‘drama,’ a certain strict sequence of procedures; on 

the other hand that which is fluid in it, the meaning, the purpose, the 

expectation tied to the execution of such procedures.  It is presupposed 

here without further ado…that the procedure itself will be something 

older, earlier than its use for punishment, that the latter was first placed 

into, interpreted into the procedure…Now as for that other element in 

punishment—that which is fluid, its ‘meaning’—in a very late state of 

culture (for example in present-day Europe), the concept ‘punishment’ in 

fact no longer represents a single meaning at all but rather an entire 

synthesis of ‘meanings’: the previous history of punishment in general, the 

history of its exploitation for the most diverse purposes, finally crystallizes 

into a kind of unity that is difficult to dissolve, difficult to analyze and – 

one must emphasize – is completely and utterly undefinable.  (Today it is 

impossible to say for sure why we actually punish: all concepts in which 

an entire process is semiotically summarized elude definition; only that 

which has not history is definable).  In an earlier stage, by contrast, that 

synthesis of ‘meanings’ still appears more soluble, also more capable of 

shifts; one can still perceive in each individual case how the elements of 

the synthesis change their valence and rearrange themselves accordingly, 

so that now this, now that element comes to the for and dominates at the 

expense of the remaining ones, indeed in some cases one element (say the 

purpose of deterrence) seems to cancel out all the rest of the elements.  To 
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give at least some idea of how uncertain, how after-the-fact, how 

accidental ‘the meaning’ of punishment is and how one and the same 

procedure can be used, interpreted, arranged with respect to fundamentally 

different intentions: I offer here the schema that offered itself to me on the 

basis of a relatively small and random body of material.  Punishment as 

rendering-harmless, as prevention of further injury.  Punishment as 

payment to the injured party for the injury, in any form (even in that of a 

compensating affect).  Punishment as isolation of a disturbance of 

equilibrium in order to prevent a further spreading of the disturbance.  

Punishment as instilling fear of those who determine and execute the 

punishment.  Punishment as a kind of compensation for the benefits the 

criminal has enjoyed up to that point (for example when he is made useful 

as a slave in the mines).  Punishment as elimination of a degenerating 

element (in some cases of an entire branch, as according to Chinese law: 

thus as a means for preserving the purity of the race or for maintaining a 

social type).  Punishment as festival, namely as mocking and doing 

violence to a finally defeated enemy [and so on and so on].138 
                                                
138 It might be worth considering Nietzsche’s claim about the indefinability of that which 

has a history with Moore’s claim that ‘good’ is indefinable.  Moore thought that in order 

to be definable the object being analyzed must have parts; ‘good’ has no parts and 

therefore cannot be defined.  Nietzsche might object: ‘good’ is indefinable not because it 

has no parts, but because it has too many. 
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 The procedures of punishment to which Nietzsche here refers are the actual acts 

of inflicting harm, locking up, etc.  But the concept of punishment, Nietzsche thinks, has 

to do with more than this; it also has to do with the purpose of punishment, and this is, as 

he puts it, much more “fluid” than the procedures.  He lists ad nauseam the various 

purposes that have been attributed to punishment.139 If one wants to understand the 

concept of punishment, then, one cannot search for necessary and sufficient conditions.  

To understand the nature of punishment one must learn its history.140 

 This is of significance because Nietzsche takes this general genealogical approach 

to understanding the concept of morality – hence the title of his book.  And, as 

Maudemarie Clark rightly argues, the book itself is an analysis of various “parts” of the 

meaning of morality.141  The first treatise is about moral goodness and badness, the 

                                                
139 The Oxford English dictionary, on the other hand, offers only one: “the infliction or 

imposition of a penalty as retribution for an offense.”  But this cannot be right.  Surely 

those that deny punishment is justified when it is offered as retribution (where retribution 

is defined by the OED as punishment that is “morally right and deserved”) because say, 

of concerns relating to determinism, are not speaking past those who think punishment is 

about moral desert. 

140 One could of course stipulate what one means by punishment, but one will not have 

thereby discovered anything about the term as it is commonly used. 

141 See Clark’s introduction to Nietzsche (1887). 
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second is about moral right and wrong, and the third is about the (ascetic) ideal with 

which we have been provided by the purveyors of Judeo-Christian morality. 

 But why is any of this important?  Because in the course of a genealogical critique 

one may find that some of one’s concepts – particularly those with evaluative content 

(e.g. what punishment is for) – have been inherited from a people that formed those 

concepts as a result of a community’s ignorance, confusion, closed-mindedness, fear, 

desire to manipulate its members, insecurity, bigotry, racism, sexism, or simply 

contingent historical conditions that no longer obtain.  That (and much worse) is precisely 

what Nietzsche claims to have found in his analysis of morality.  Thus, Foot’s and 

Scanlon’s definitional starting-points are not, after all, starting points, but rather a major 

rest-stop along the way.  Nietzsche is trying to show us, rightly I think, that these 

definitional starting-points do not come to us, as it were, innocently, but rather bear the 

mark of the (flawed) characters that gave rise to them and thus ought themselves be 

questioned and evaluated.  So while we do have very rough definitional starting points – 

points we might not even agree on – what explains the differences in claiming what the 

definitional starting-points are is that the concepts have a history.  Consider, for instance, 

what it is to be a woman, a black man, a child, a scientist, a Christian, a citizen, a friend, 

and much more: as culture changes so do the conceptions of what ends are (partly) 

definitive of what it is to be a member of these kinds.  To be a woman is to have the end 

of the cleanliness of the house and the production of more children, was the claim at one 

time, to be a black man is to have the end of serving white men, was the claim at another. 
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 Let us return to considering what it is to have the value of being a moral agent.  It 

is to have internalized a standard implicit in the concept of moral agent – the union with 

one’s fellow creatures, for instance.  As Scanlon has showed, what we internalize is 

subject to critique because the definitional starting-points of a concept can 

underdetermine what ought to be extrapolated from those starting-points; they are a start, 

but what direction we head off in is a matter for reasonable debate.  But as Nietzsche 

shows, the starting-points of the concepts can also be questioned and evaluated.  For this 

second layer of critique, genealogical analysis is necessary.  One way to put this is that 

introspection is to self-critique as genealogical analysis is to concept critique.  However, 

because one’s self is partly constituted by the values one has, and the values one has are a 

function of the standards one has internalized where those standards are implicit in the 

concept, critiquing the concept is a way of critiquing the values one has.  Thus, in 

critiquing our cultural kind concepts, we are critiquing the values we have; we are, if you 

like, engaging in a revaluation of values. 

Before concluding this section there is one last added layer of complexity I should 

like to point out.  I have so far said that we internalize standards implicit in cultural kind 

concepts.  I have spoken as if those concepts are simply inherited from others and that, 

once inherited, we critique what we have inherited, as one critiques a gift one has 

received.  But things are not as simple as all that.  That is because, due to our complex 

psychologies, we do not simply receive the gift but often change it in receiving it.  That 

is, one’s particular psychological constitution – one’s fears, insecurities, etc. – impacts 

how one thinks of certain cultural kinds.  Being given to sadness and a deep need for 
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others, one might come to think of the end constitutive of a friend as “being there” for the 

other as a shoulder to cry on (or one will at least strongly emphasize that end); one’s 

search for friendship and friends is thus shaped around one’s fear of the bad (i.e. not 

having a shoulder to cry on when things go bad).  But if one’s conception of a friend 

included, say, the role of being an encourager to living a good life and as a pointer-outer 

of where one is failing to do so, one also shapes or orients one’s life around pursuit of 

what is good.142  The general point here is that not only do we inherit cultural kind 

concepts that can bear the ignoble marks of our ancestors, but they also come to bear the 

mark of our own psychologies.  Introspection is thus not just about discovering how one 

has come to have the values one does, but is also about how one has come to conceive of 

a cultural kind in the way one has.  On the global level, then, concept-critique requires 

genealogical analysis, but there is also a local level of concept-critique that requires 

introspection.  In the end, introspection, genealogical analysis, self-critique, and concept-

critique are deeply intertwined, and a commitment to (orienting oneself to) leading a 

good or a great life requires a commitment to practicing them all. 

 

E. Conclusion.  In this chapter I have endeavored to provide a picture of what it is 

to be an evaluative agent.  Our earlier discussion of cultural kindism was of great help in 
                                                
142 But most do not do this.  Most, I think, find it too uncomfortable to either do the 

pointing or be the one pointed at.  One’s insecurities stop one from seeking friends who 

will be honest with one, and affect what one thinks the ends of a friend are, and thus fail, 

in this respect, to orient themselves towards a good life. 
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constructing this picture because, as I have it, central to being an evaluative agent is the 

internalizing of the standards of cultural kinds of which one is a member. 

The task of elucidating what constitutes an evaluative agent on the cultural 

kindist’s account is not only done for its own sake; it is also done for the sake of 

demonstrating how it is the people can and ought to critique themselves and the values 

they have.  Such critique, I have argued, is essential for orienting oneself towards a good 

life. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 

 
 This dissertation began with the claim that Moore might have led us down a 

fruitless path when he told us the first question in ethics is ‘what is ‘good’’?  One reason 

for thinking that Moore went on a wild goose chase (after which philosophers went 

running after Moore) is that over a century worth of deep, seemingly irresolvable 

disagreements do not seem to indicate that progress is being made.  Philosophers cannot 

even agree on whether goodness exists, whether goodness has a definition, whether it is a 

natural or non-natural property, whether, if it is a natural property, it is identical to a non-

evaluative natural property or if it is instead an evaluative but still natural property, how 

we could know whether it exists, and (my favorite) what we are even doing when we say 

‘x is good’.  As intriguing as meta-ethics has been since Moore, it has been all the more 

an utter mess.   

Perhaps someday the reductive naturalists or the non-reductive non-naturalists or 

the non-cognitivists or whomever will finally provide that argument we have been 

looking for that clearly indicates the experts are closing in on the truth, but I am not so 

confident of that happening.  In connection with this – and this is my second reason for 

thinking Moore had us looking in the wrong place – I have presented kindism in general, 

and more specifically, cultural kindism.  Cultural kindism, by virtue of being a variety of 

kindism, enjoys the virtues of any kindist position.  In particular, it avoids the 

metaphysical, semantic, and epistemological disputes of which I have just made mention. 

 But perhaps even more significant than this is the light it sheds on ethics as a 

whole.  The cultural kindist not only proposes that goodness of a cultural kind is key to 
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avoiding those meta-ethical disputes, but he also presents us with a novel and interesting 

way of conceiving of the goodness of a person’s life.  At the heart of the position is 

agreement with those that deny human beings have a function or an end as such, but 

affirms that we are the kinds of beings that can come to have ends by becoming members 

of cultural kinds and taking on the values appropriate to those kinds.  And so cultural 

kindism, not only giving us a picture of the goodness of a life, provides an account of 

what it is to be an evaluative agent, and our consideration of that issue led us to see that 

an evaluative agent is capable of reflecting on the values he has, why he has them, and 

why the standards of the cultural kind concepts are what they are and whether they can be 

improved.  We have a way of seeing how a person may orient himself towards a good 

life, rather than just avoiding various of life’s pains.  All this in contrast to a picture that 

declares Reason the apprehender of The Good, and leaves out of sight the deep 

connections between a person’s complex psychology and how he lives his life. 

 Thus, when we keep in mind all the problems of the simplicitist, all the things he 

leaves unexplained, all the vices of simplicitism, and add to that the many virtues of 

cultural kindism, we can recognize that we have very strong reason for thinking that 

Moore set us down the wrong path, but that now we see the right one. 
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