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Role Ethics and the Moral Institutions of a Flourishing Collective  
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Supervisor:  Daniel Bonevac 

 

My dissertation defends a modern version of Role Ethics modeled on the 

functioning of human moral psychology, and proposes a novel method for identifying the 

institutional roles of a well-ordered collective.  In particular, I defend the view that our 

duties are determined by the social roles we incur in the communities we inhabit.  The 

companion project extends Role Ethics into the political domain.  I argue that we can 

identify the well-ordered collective in roughly the same way we identify the good 

individual, by discerning the dispositions in the relevant agent that are conducive to its 

well-being.  By scaling up, we shift attention from the moral dispositions of individuals 

to the moral dispositions of collectives – the institutions that determine the moral 

character of a population.   While philosophers have tended to focus on the formal 

institutions of the state, this research is largely concerned with the ‘informal institutions’ 

of a collective, the implicit social roles/practices constructed and enforced endogenously, 

such as those involved in structuring human friendships.  What I call ‘Collective 

Eudaimonism’ is a kind of virtue ethics writ large, a normative theory tasked with 

identifying correlations between a set of informal institutions and the indicators of 

flourishing human collectives. 
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Chapter 1: Motivations and Applications 
 of Relationship Regulation Theory 

This first chapter of the dissertation explores the philosophical implications of the 

emerging theory of moral psychology called Relationship Regulation Theory (RRT). The 

version of Role Ethics that I propose in Chapter 2 is modeled on this conception of 

human moral reasoning, and thus my project is importantly hitched to the plausibility of 

this empirical model. The aim of this chapter is to describe and motivate RRT for 

ethicists and explore four areas of intersection with contemporary normative theory. 

Firstly, I argue that RRT illuminates the pre-theoretical conception of fairness, whose 

disjunctive extension is a major cause of moral disagreement. Secondly, I explore the 

implications of RRT for the partiality debate concerned with the duties of special 

consideration. Thirdly, I explore the possibility that RRT can explain the shape of the 

theoretical landscape in normative ethics, namely why post-Enlightenment normative 

theories have tended to cluster into four major traditions. Finally, I explore the 

implications of RRT for the domain of applied ethics, and in particular, its ability to 

inform the design of institutions that promote virtuous action. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In common sense morality, as in the ancient ethical traditions of China, Africa, 

and India, the obligations of social life are determined largely by the various roles we 

inhabit. To be a good moral reasoner just is to be a good spouse, a good parent, a good 

citizen, where each of these roles determines a specific set of duties toward a specific set 

of individuals. In recent years, it has become increasingly evident that this aspect of 

moral common sense reflects a fundamental feature of our species’ moral psychology 
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(Goffman 1959, Biddle and Thomas 1966, Brewer and Gardner 1996, Fiske 1996, 2011). 

While it is widely agreed that social-relational factors are some of the most significant 

determinants of human moral reasoning (Haidt 2001, Bargh and Williams 2006), one 

emerging model of moral psychology proposes that human moral reasoning is essentially 

concerned with managing human relationships. Relationship Regulation Theory (RRT) 

conceives interpersonal moral reasoning as a process of maintaining (or regulating) a few 

universal types of human relationships. As yet, the view has received very little attention 

from normative ethicists. The aim of this chapter is to motivate RRT for moral 

philosophers and explore several areas of intersection with contemporary normative 

theory.  

2. FOUR COMPETING MODELS 

The empirical study of adult moral reasoning is a surprisingly young inquiry. 

Historically, most of the empirical research has focused on the ethical development of 

children, due largely to the popularity of the Kohlbergian (1981) tradition on which moral 

development was thought to culminate in adulthood as a general-purpose capacity for 

rationally applying internalized principles. On such a view, all of the interesting cognitive 

processes are those involved in the development of these rational capacities, and the 

focus of research in moral psychology reflected these assumptions. But in the latter halfof 

the 20th century, the mounting evidence against rationalism in cognitive science ushered 

in an ‘affective revolution,’ and contemporary researchers now operate under the 

assumption that human reasoning is guided largely by non-cognitive processes (emotions, 

passions, and affects) that operate largely beneath conscious awareness. Some of these 

unconscious, affective processes constitute “adaptive schemas,” quick and dirty cognitive 

heuristics that proved successful in our species’ evolutionary history (Haidt and Kesebir 
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2010). In recent years, moral psychologists have begun to investigate the various 

cognitive schemas involved in the moral reasoning of typical adults.  

Four distinct research programs have been developed. The first is a program 

typically associated with Elliot Turiel (1983), called Social Domain Theory, on which 

moral reasoning is modeled as a two-schema system for assessing harm and fairness. This 

theory has come under broad criticism in recent years for its relatively restricted view of 

the moral domain, given the growing evidence that humans perceive moral transgressions 

in contexts where it is very difficult to identify any direct harm or breach of fairness, such 

as in kosher laws (Haidt 2001). A more recent, though currently underdeveloped research 

program involves identifying a set of schemas that constitute an underlying ‘moral 

grammar,’ analogous to the theory of universal grammar in linguistics (Chomsky 1957). 

John Mikhail (2007, 2011) and Marc Hauser (2006) have argued that a universal moral 

grammar can account for familiar ethical intuitions observed across cultures (e.g., pulling 

the lever in the standard trolley case), and the apparent speed and ease with which human 

beings acquire moral proficiency. But as of yet, the approach has motivated as much 

criticism as it has evidence of a generative moral grammar (Dupoux and Jacob 2007). 

Moreover, the view has been hindered by the fact that one of its main proponents, Marc 

Hauser, left Harvard in a scandal involving fabricated research results. 

A third and currently most popular approach is Moral Foundations Theory (MFT), 

inspired by the cultural anthropology of Richard Shweder (1997) and Alan Fiske (1992) 

and championed largely by Jonathan Haidt and his frequent collaborators (Graham, 

Haidt, & Nosek, 2009; Haidt & Graham, 2007; Haidt & Joseph, 2004, 2008). In its most 

recent instantiation, MFT proposes that human moral psychology includes six distinct 

cognitive schemas for solving the adaptive social problems that faced human populations 

throughout evolutionary history (Haidt 2011). Specifically, MFT proposes that humans 
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are disposed to recognize and respond to ethical norms involving deference to authority 

(Authority/Subversion), loyalty with in-group members (Loyalty/Betrayal), spiritually 

clean or elevated actions (Sanctity/Degradation), prohibitions against harm and 

tendencies toward care (Care/Harm), involving fairness and reciprocity 

(Fairness/Cheating), and norms involving liberty and autonomy (Liberty/Oppression).  

The fourth research program and the focus of this chapter is Relationship Regulation 

Theory (RRT).1 On this model, interpersonal moral reasoning is essentially relationship 

regulation. Features of the social relational context trigger one of four cognitive schemas 

or ‘moral motives’ that function to maintain or regulate the structure of the relationship 

type (Rai and Fiske 2011). RRT and MFT posit several of the same (or very similar) 

cognitive schemas, but they also differ in critical ways (see footnote below).2 Most 

                                                
1 Rai and Fiske (2011) abbreviate their model as “RR” theory, but this article proposes an aesthetically 
motivated change to RRT.  

2 Readers interested in a thorough comparison of RRT and MFT are encouraged to refer to Fiske and Rai 
(2011), or to the summary here. Both MFT and RRT posit three very similar cognitive schemas involving 
deference to authority, fairness, and in-group solidarity. But Fiske and Rai (2011) reject the other three 
schemas posited by MFT (harm/care, liberty/oppression, and sanctity/degradation).  They argue that these 
schemas can be subsumed by the four moral motives, as described below. 

 We begin with the Harm/Care foundation.  Rather than proposing that moral reasoning is guided by a 
distinct heuristic for avoiding harm, RRT predicts that we perceive harm as permissible or impermissible to 
the extent that it accords with the motives and expectations of particular relationship types.  Harm is 
perceived as permissible when, for example, it is seen as a way to redistribute some good to minimize 
additive imbalances (equality), or when it gives agents what they merit (proportionality), or when it accords 
with the interest of an in-group (unity) or the demands of a social hierarchy (hierarchy). As Rai and Fiske 
(2011) point out, MRT implausibly suggests that any instantiation of harm is, by definition, perceived as a 
moral transgression or at least a bad-making feature of an interaction.  But this seems to mischaracterize 
moral phenomena.  In war, in punishment, in bonding rituals, in rites of passage, agents often do not 
perceive harm as a transgression, but as permissible, and sometimes even as morally praiseworthy.  

     A similar explanation applies to the Liberty/Oppression foundation.  Rather than proposing that moral 
reasoning is guided by a heuristic for respecting autonomy, RRT predicts that we perceive autonomy as 
permissible or impermissible to the extent that it accords with the motives and expectations of particular 
relationship types.  MRT implausibly suggests that any instantiation of oppression is, by definition, 
perceived as a moral transgression or a bad-making feature.  But again, this seems to mischaracterize moral 
phenomena.  Consider, for example, the traditional defense of slavery employed by Aristotle, Aquinas, and 
the medieval Church (Garnsey 1996), which aims to justify a lack of autonomy on the basis of a genuine 
hierarchy manifested between natural superiors and natural subordinates that makes permissible deference 
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importantly, these theories diverge with regard to how they conceive the function of the 

cognitive schemas. Haidt conceives them as the foundations of moral judgment in much 

the same way that the taste buds are the foundations of gustatory judgments (2011). By 

analogy, MFT proposes six moral taste buds that serve as the inputs from which we 

construct ethical judgments. So while MFT conceives the moral schemas as free-standing 

building blocks of moral judgments, RRT conceives them as distinct coordination tools 

for regulating distinct types of human relationships. 

2.2 THREE CONFUSIONS TO AVOID 

Before we turn to a detailed description of the theory’s assumptions and 

predictions, we will want to take care to avoid several potential confusions about the 

scope and aim of RRT. Firstly, it should be clear that we are concerned here with 

descriptive rather than prescriptive theories of moral reasoning. These theories aim to 

describe the underlying processes that humans use, in practice, when they are engaged in 

moral decision-making; they make no claims as to how we should or ought to morally 

reason. Conforming to the culturally appropriate moral motive is not sufficient for acting 

                                                                                                                                            
from below and a degree of custodial care from above (hierarchy motive).  A similar distribution of 
autonomy is instantiated between lower and higher ranking military personnel.  And individuals in a 
Communal Sharing relationship may even perceive that their autonomy should be sacrificed for the 
interests of the in-group, as when cult members relinquish many of their freedoms. 

 Finally, a similar explanation can be applied to the Sanctity/Degradation foundation.  Rather than 
proposing that moral reasoning is guided by a heuristic for spiritual cleanliness, RRT characterizes such 
behavior as symptomatic of the unity motive.  On this interpretation, sanctity norms are manifestations of 
the unity motive’s demand to protect the integrity and interests of the perceived in-group as a whole.  
Recall that these in-groups are often delineated by physical markers such as bodily adornments, clothing, 
dietary practices and rituals that serve to mark the boundaries of the in-group.  The unity motive triggers a 
perceived demand to conform to and enforce these physical markers, with disgust operating as the reactive 
attitude that modulates transgressions.  Consider, for example, the disgust people historically felt toward 
interracial marriage, or to eating pork, practices used as markers of group identity.  So the best explanation 
for sanctity norms is not a distinct heuristic governing unclean practices, but as symptomatic of the fact that 
agents come prepared to perceive certain relationships as requiring conformity and enforcement of group-
marking behaviors, and then behaving as if a transgression of these behaviors sullies or degrades the 
integrity of the coalition as a whole.  
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ethically; it is only sufficient for the perception that one has acted ethically. The term, 

‘moral motive’, may invite some of this confusion, since this perceived duty may not be 

what morality demands. The word ‘motive’ may also invite the confusion that these 

duties describe some permissible or obligatory form of moral motivation (e.g., the 

Kantian idea that moral actions have to be motivated out of duty). Neither of these 

conceptions are intended by the term. For clarity, we will often refer to the four relational 

duties.3  

Secondly, although RRT aims to describe the core mental schemas employed in 

human moral reasoning, it does not propose to explain all of moral reasoning, for not all 

of what we consider moral reasoning is concerned with interactions between or among 

agents.  Arguably, some of our moral duties are duties we only have to ourselves (e.g.,  

self-development). In fact, some moral philosophers, namely ethical egoists, hold that 

self-regarding duties are the only type of duties that are binding on agents (e.g., Kalin 

1970, Gauthier 1987). But it is more common to conceive of ethics as concerned largely 

with the duties that make social life possible, the duties we have as interacting agents. 

RRT describes how fundamental features of human psychology support that task.  

Finally, we can safely avoid the controversy involving claims about moral 

nativism (see Prinz 2009). It is now widely recognized that all phenotypic traits arise 

from some combination of biological and environmental causes. For our purposes, we 

need not be concerned with whether the dispositional traits described by RRT are innate, 

but rather to what extent they are ingrained or ‘canalized.’ A psychological trait can 

become canalized due to nativist processes, such as the selection pressures on human 

                                                
3 Unless otherwise specified, any normative demands referred to in this article are perceived normative 
demands. 
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genomes, but also via non-nativist processes, such as the selection pressures on cultural 

variants within human communities. Importantly then, both nativist and non-nativist 

processes can determine a trait that will be of particular concern to ethicists, namely the 

intransigent dispositions of moral reasoning that are relatively resistant to further 

alteration.  

3. MORAL REASONING AS RELATIONSHIP REGULATION 

RRT is an extension of Alan Fiske’s influential “Relational Models Theory,” one 

of the centerpieces of contemporary social psychology. The theory describes how humans 

parse their social relationships into of four categories, each of which constitutes a distinct 

mental schema or ‘relational model’ for structuring social interactions with individuals of 

that type (Fiske 1992, 1993b, 2000; Fiske & Haslam, 2005). According to Fiske’s model, 

we classify our social interactions as either involving an Authority Ranking relationship 

between superiors and subordinates (e.g., parent/child, coach/player, mentor/mentee, 

officer/soldier), or as an Equality Matching relationship between social equals (e.g., 

friends, reciprocators, turn-takers, voters), or as a Communal Sharing relationship within 

tightknit collectives (e.g., military platoons, teammates, lovers), or, lastly, as a Market 

Pricing relationship structured around a transaction of perceived goods (e.g., buyer/seller, 

employer/employee, lawyer/client). While different cultures have different rules 

governing when each of these relationships is instantiated, all cultures utilize the same 

four social-relational categories, and they all bring to bear the same general expectations 

for the mode of behavior appropriate to each one (Fiske 1992, 1993, Haslam 2004). For 

example, different cultures may have different norms about who is a superior and who is 

a subordinate, but they all share the same general expectations for the mode of interaction 
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appropriate to Authority Ranking relationships (namely, deference from the subordinate 

and custodial care from the superior).  

The evidence for Relational Models Theory has been accumulating steadily over 

the three several decades (see Haslam 2004 for a review). For example, when asked to 

categorize their relationships, individuals across disparate cultures spontaneously employ 

the same four general categories above (Fiske 1990, Whitehead 2000, Haslam and Fiske 

1999). Moreover, when people are asked to list recent interactions, they tend to cluster 

together the members of a particular relational model (Fiske 1995). Similarly, when 

individuals accidentally confuse or swap a person’s name with another individual, they 

generally pull from the same category (Fiske 1991b, 1993a, Fiske and Haslam 1997a)4. 

Intriguingly, Fiske (1993b) has even noted a similarity between the structure of the four 

relational models and the structure of the four measurement scales used across the natural 

sciences, suggesting that this way of organizing the social world may be an outgrowth of 

even more fundamental ways that minds organize information, social or otherwise.5  
                                                
4 For example, in my household, my mother has been known to cycle through the names of all the pets 
before successfully arriving at mine, which is indicative of our placement in her Authority Ranking 
category. 

5 Specifically, Fiske (1993b) notes a structural similarity between the four relational models and the four 
scales of measurement used across the sciences Measurement theory has historically recognized four 
fundamental ways that information can be related in a set; measurements can be arranged on a nominal 
scale, ordinal scale, interval scale, or ratio scale (Stevens 1946). The way that information is organized in 
each of the scales is structurally similar to the way that individuals are organized in each of Fiske’s 
relational models. At the simplest level, information can be arranged on a nominal scale. When data is 
arranged into simple membership categories such as pass/fail or pros/cons, we are employing a nominal 
scale. Similarly, in Communal Sharing relationships, agents are organized with respect to basic 
membership categories like kin, clan, tribe or team. Measurements arranged on an ordinal scale allow 
hierarchical comparisons, such as the organization of clothing sizes into small, medium, and large. Ordinal 
scales are structurally similar to the way the Authority Ranking model organizes agents with respect to 
some salient social hierarchy. Thirdly, information can be arranged on an interval scale. These scales 
involve an ordinal ranking, but the distances between intervals is kept equal, such as temperatures arranged 
on a Celsius scale with precisely one degree between each measurement. The interval scale is structurally 
similar to the way that the Equality Matching relationship organizes agents with respect to some property 
kept equivalent among interacting agents. Finally, some information (in fact, most scientific measurements) 
is organized on a ratio scale. Ratio scales include an ordinal ranking and equal intervals, but they also have 
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Relationship Regulation Theory is a corollary of this research. The idea is that each 

relational model motivates its own distinctive ‘moral motives’ (Rai and Fiske 2011) that 

serves to regulate or maintain the structure of the relationship type.  More precisely, the 

moral motives determine how goods can be distributed or pursued in the context of a 

particular type of relationship.6 When individuals perceive the social-relational cues in 

their environment, this triggers a cognitive schema that motivates them to 

pursue/distribute those goods in ways that regulates the structure of the relationship.  So 

for example, when individuals perceive an Authority Ranking relationship, this motivates 

a coordination schema for distributing/pursuing goods in accordance with social status.7 

 

3.1 FOUR MORAL MOTIVES 

In short, RRT assumes a plurality of perceived goods and describes a limited 

number of permissible coordination strategies governing their distribution/pursuit that 

depend on the type of relationship being instantiated. We turn to each of these four moral 

motives in more detail below.8 
                                                                                                                                            
an absolute zero (e.g., the Kelvin scale) that allows proportionality comparisons, such as X is two times 
hotter than Y. The ratio scale is structurally similar to the way that Market Pricing relationships organize 
agents with respect to some fixed ratio of desert. 

6 I offer this is as my own interpretation of the moral motives. 

7 Obviously, we are just describing the good case; individuals can also ignore their perceived duties (see 
Section 2.2). 

8 An alternative way of understanding Fiske’s relational models, which I will not attempt to defend here, is 
as four schemas for four social status arrangements. In Authority Ranking relationships, individuals 
perceive an asymmetric social status arrangement with respect to the sphere of activity, and this requires 
pursuing/distributing goods relative to one’s social position. In Equality Matching relationships, individuals 
perceive equal social status in the sphere of activity, and that requires maintaining parity in the 
pursuit/distribution of perceived goods. In Communal Sharing relationships, individuals posit no relevant 
differences in status between members, and thus no permissible distinctions in the pursuit/distribution of 
goods. In Market Pricing relationships, the social status of individuals is irrelevant in the sphere of activity, 
and thus perceived goods are to distributed/pursued proportional to individuals’ merits/needs instead. 
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3.2 HIERARCHY  

When individuals perceive a relationship context as involving an ordered social 

hierarchy, they perceive an obligation to maintain the structure of that hierarchy by 

distributing/pursuing goods in accordance with status.  The duty of hierarchy is most 

obvious in parent/child relationships but it is also manifested in master/student, 

coach/player, officer/soldier, doctor/patient, mentor/mentee, and, in some cultures, 

between individuals of different castes, ages, and genders.9  

Human beings, like our primate ancestors, fall readily into social hierarchies, and 

we are extremely, if not excruciatingly sensitive to their presence from a very early age 

(Boehm 1999). And while these tendencies are actively deemphasized in western culture, 

it is well known that the presence of a perceived authority figure can significantly 

influence social behavior (Milgram 1963, 2009). When the duty of hierarchy is 

instantiated, agents generally perceive that superiors are entitled to more or better goods: 

deans get bigger offices, parents get the master bedroom, superior officers eat better food, 

chiefs get a larger share of resources).  Importantly, the duty of hierarchy requires that the 

flow of, or access to, perceived goods moves downstream according to status.  So in 

practice, this schema manifests as a custodial relationship. Negative reactive attitudes are 

likely to arise when agents perceive that the hierarchy is no longer being maintained, 

either because the subordinate is failing to defer or the superior has failed to provide the 

appropriate custodial care. 

                                                
9 Different cultures may accentuate different moral motives. For example, contemporary western cultures 
have historically deemphasized Authority Ranking relationships (and thus the hierarchy motive), though 
this way of structuring interactions remains a central component of Chinese and Japanese moral traditions.  
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3.3 EQUALITY 

When individual perceive a relationship among individuals with equal social 

status in the relevant sphere of activity, they perceive an obligation to minimize the 

additive imbalances of perceived goods. For example, two friends sharing a bottle of 

wine may aim to keep their glasses at approximately equal levels, and strive to maintain 

parity in conversation through turn-taking, and in the selection of their shared activities, 

and even more broadly with regard to the benefits they bring to the friendship as a 

whole.10  

We know that a preference for equal divisions exists across all human cultures 

(Fehr, Bernhard, & Rockenbach 2008), and an aversion to inequity emerges reliably in 

young children (Lobue, V., Nishida, T., Chiong, C., Deloache, J., & Haidt, J. 2010). 

Individuals engaged in an interaction governed by the duty of equality are generally more 

concerned with the equity of distributed goods than the sheer quantity they receive. For 

example, people in ultimatum games11 often refuse offers that do not correspond to a 50-

50 split, even when this refusal determines that they will receive nothing (Camerer & 

Thaler 1995).  

Other instantiations of the duty of equality include acts of reciprocity, tit-for-tat 

coordination strategies, lotteries, democratic votes, and games or activities that involve 

turn-taking.12 Negative reactive attitudes arise when individuals perceive that an 

imbalance of perceived goods has come to characterize the relationship. For example, a 
                                                
10 As Rai and Fiske (2011) point out, even our colloquial conception of ‘division’ connotes an equal split. 

11 The ultimatum game is a game in which one player makes an offer to divide some perceived good with a 
second player, where the acquisition of that perceived good depends on the second player accepting the 
offer.  

12 Notice, then, that the moral motives can regulate indirect social interactions, as in the case in a 
democratic vote. 
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friendship may dissolve when one or more of the participants come to perceive a 

systemic imbalance in the distribution of favors or benefits. Notice that in contemporary 

western societies, we tend to structure our relationship with strangers around the equality 

motive, in that we generally perceive stranger as potential reciprocators. For example, if 

you assist a stranger in need, he/she may insist on ‘owing you one’ (i.e., restoring parity).   

3.4 PROPORTIONALITY 

When individuals perceive that they are involved in a broadly transactional 

relationship (buyer/seller, employer/employee, attorney/client) they perceive an 

obligation to distribute/pursue perceived goods proportional to desert, broadly construed. 

Although we often think of desert as a function of merit, it is also common to hold that 

individuals can deserve things in virtue of need. This is arguably how the conception of 

human rights is motivated.  So the duty of proportionality is the duty to distribute/pursue 

perceived goods proportional to merit and/or need (i.e. desert broadly construed).  

The proportionality duty is perhaps most recognizable as the duty that underlies 

the practice of ensuring that punishments are proportional to the crime (i.e., that goods 

get redistributed proportional to desert).13  But it is also the duty that motivates a doctor to 

distribute her time proportional to the severity of her patients’ injuries. Professors are 

motivated by proportionality when they aim to distribute grades in accordance with 

students’ merit.  Moreover, when we have individuals compete for goods (as in the 

Olympics), we are typically utilizing a strategy that distributes these goods proportional 

to merit. Finally, the proportionality motive is recognizable in the colloquial notion of a 

‘fair price’ in which interacting agents converge on a ratio of distributed goods that gives 

each their proper due.  
                                                
13 The Robin Hood myth is an example of permissible theft justified by the proportionality’s requirement to 
redistribute goods to account for desert.  
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These desert-tracking tendencies also emerge reliably in young children 

(Warneken, Grafenhaim, & Tomasello 2012, Warneken, Lohse, Melis, & Tomasello 

2011).  Moreover, it is widely observed that human will adjust their efforts on a task in 

proportion to perceived desert. For example, in one landmark study, individuals who 

were purposely overpaid for a task began working harder to adjust for the perceived 

disparity between their merit and the transacted good (Adams 1963).  

3.5 A NOTE ABOUT THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EQUALITY AND PROPORTIONALITY 

The contrast between the duty of equality and the duty of proportionality is worth 

further attention, since both duties can motivate an equal distribution/pursuit of perceived 

goods in certain contexts. In cases where desert is perceived as broadly equivalent, the 

proportionality motive will motivate a demand for an equal distribution or an egalitarian 

procedure. For example, a group of bartenders may divide up contents of the tip jar or 

take turns taking home its content if they perceive that their colleagues contribute equally 

to the workload (i.e., equal merit).  This is a case in which the duty of proportionality 

motivates an egalitarian distribution/procedure.  Although the bartenders may also take 

turns choosing music, or vote on a new hire, these modes of interaction are more likely to 

be a manifestation of the duty of equality, particularly in cases where the employees 

perceive equivalent social status with respect to the sphere of activity (in this case, their 

place of employment). Similarly, opposing sports teams converge on an equivalent set of 

rules, but not because of their equivalent merits – indeed, often despite their differing 

merits – but because the competition is predicated on the idea that they meet as social 

equals in that sphere of activity.14  
                                                
14 This way of distinguishing the proportionality motive from the equality lends itself to a revision of the 
way Fiske and Rai (2011) categorize the motive underlying restorative justice (e.g., ‘eye for an eye’ forms 
of punishment). The authors categorize this as an instantiation of the equality motive, but under the 
description provided here, restorative justice is more properly an instantiation of the proportionality motive 
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3.6 UNITY  

Lastly, the unity motive is instantiated when agents perceive the relationship as 

involving members of a close-knit in-group, delineated by some shared property in regard 

to which the members perceive themselves to be strictly undifferentiated (e.g., with 

regard to nationality, ethnicity, filial membership, team membership, etc.).  The unity 

duty motivates the perception that one’s interests are largely intertwined with the interests 

of the collective. Relationships that trigger the unity motive include spousal relationships, 

military platoons, fraternities, sports teams, and institutions that cultivate a “one for all, 

and all for one” mentality. When the unity motive is instantiated, a benefit or harm to one 

member is to be conceived as a benefit or harm to all. For that reason, the explicit 

tracking of goods is generally deemed inimical to the unity motive.  For example, 

teammates are generally discouraged from tracking their individual successes in favor of 

the team’s success, and lovers sharing a dessert are discouraged from counting each 

other's spoonfuls.  We observe the unity motive in a family reaching into a communal 

bowl of popcorn around during the movie.  The duty of unity is arguably what grounds 

Aristotle’s claim that there is no need for justice between perfect friends, since the 

interests of both parties are intertwined in “another self.” (Nicomachean Ethics, IX, 4). 

These ‘group-think’ tendencies are yet another plausible candidate for an 

ingrained moral disposition. A growing body of research highlights the extent to which 

human beings internalize and defend in-group boundaries, behaving as if a threat to the 

group constitutes a threat to the individual (e.g., Sherif 1961, Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo 

1973, Cialdini et al 1976). These tendencies are believed to have been an important part 

                                                                                                                                            
since punishments are generally aimed at distributing or redistributing goods to account for what 
individuals deserve given their merits.  
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of our species’ adaptive toolkit, providing solidarity for resisting outside threats, 

discouraging free-riders, and subsuming external social groups (Haidt and Kesebir 2010). 

3.7 RELATIONSHIP REGULATION THEORY 

Different moral communities have different norms governing who is a social 

equal, a superior, a subordinate, a reciprocator, or an in-group member. But once 

individuals are acculturated into a particular way of parsing the social landscape, the 

moral motives serve as highly efficient mechanisms for reliably coordinating human 

behavior across diverse contexts: two lanes of cars at a broken intersection converge on 

turn-taking (equality); juries converge on a proportionate punishment (proportionality); 

soldiers defer to their superior officers in battle (hierarchy); lovers order one dessert and 

share it indiscriminately (unity).  

To be clear, the view is not that we apply the same relational duty in every 

interaction with a given individual. We might split a bottle of wine with a friend 

(equality) and later give her a fair price on our used car (proportionality). Nonetheless, 

certain contexts reliably and regularly trigger certain relational duties. For example, most 

cultures structure parent/child interactions around the duty of hierarchy, although these 

individuals often swap positions in the hierarchy as both parties age.  Moreover, not all 

social interactions will end up being so nicely structured around a mutually endorsed 

coordination schema. It is a familiar and unfortunate feature of human nature that 

individuals sometimes force their will on others or dehumanize certain people or groups 

of people and treat them as mere instruments. When individuals perceive no meaningful 

social relationship between interacting agents, RRT predicts that they will perceive no 

obligation to act in accordance with one of the four relationship duties.15 But fortunately, 
                                                
15 Rai and Fiske (2011) call this type of interaction as governed by “null morality,” but this may be 
somewhat misleading, since morality has not been nullified in these contexts. In fact, this way of framing 
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humans do generally perceive a social relationship with the individuals with whom they 

are interacting, and the developing moral agent quickly learns that these relationships 

require distinct modes of interaction. For example, the competent moral agent may take 

turns buying rounds of drinks with colleagues (equality), later picks up the drink tab for a 

former student (hierarchy), and that evening shares a drink indiscriminately with a lover 

(unity). Each interaction involves the same good being distributed, but the competent 

moral agent perceives that this good is to be distributed/pursued in very different ways 

within different social-relational contexts. 

4. THE INTUITIVE CONCEPTION OF FAIRNESS 

 The proposal of this section is that RRT describes the intuitive or pre-theoretical 

conception of fairness, a conception that lurks in the background of much contemporary 

normative theory, but which rarely gets defined or explained.  Even the typically 

thorough Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy has no entry on the subject of fairness, 

despite the fact that the most significant work of political philosophy of the 20th century 

was essentially an argument that justice is fairness (Rawls 1973). Rawls concedes that he 

is relying on our intuitive conception in his description of a ‘fair procedure’ that 

determines the basic principles of justice.16  The suggestion below is that fairness is a 

                                                                                                                                            
the interaction lends itself to the perception that many typically impermissible actions are now permissible 
in that context. We might instead refer to these interactions as governed by an ‘instrumental duty,’ where 
the perceived duties are those that govern the use of tools. 

16 Rawls imagines the principles of justice as emerging from a fair procedure among individuals in the 
original position.  But arguably, Rawls sets up the original position as a bargaining situation (i.e., a Market 
Pricing relationship).  Indeed, this conception of human relationships is already lurking in the idea of a 
social contract.  Rawls argues that rational actors in this imagined social relational context would converge 
on his fundamental principle of justice.  The communitarian critique of Rawls accentuates our 
interdependencies; we do not come together in society as isolated bargainers, but as individuals whose 
identity is constituted, in part, by our communal attachments and in-group affiliations (Taylor 1992, Sandel 
1998).  In short, communitarians view the fundamental relationship between citizens as a Communal 
Sharing relationship grounded in the duty of unity, rather than a Market Pricing relationship grounded in 
the duty appropriate to market exchange (proportionality).  Arguably, this is a more useful way of framing 
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disjunctive concept whose extension includes the four coordination schemas described by 

RRT. 

Recall that RRT describes four permissible ways of pursuing or distributing goods 

in the context of social interactions: equally, hierarchically, communally, or 

proportionally.  It will help to consider a paradigmatic case involving fairness, such as a 

group of hunter-gatherers deciding how to divide up the day’s bounty. Of course, one or 

more members could simply force or threaten the others into a particular outcome, but we 

are concerned here with those coordination outcomes that have some plausible chance of 

being perceived as fair by the individual members. RRT predicts four basic strategies:  

 

1. Egalitarian solution. The group may decide to distribute the bounty equally 

among the constituent members, or take turns grabbing pieces, or take a vote on 

how it should be divided, or randomize the distribution process by drawing straws 

or some other lottery method. Notice that each of these methods is structurally 

equivalent to an egalitarian strategy, since randomization and turn-taking are 

procedures that equalize the pursuit of perceived goods.  

2. Hierarchical solution. Alternatively, the group might distribute the bounty 

with respect to some status ranking, caste, or ordered social hierarchy (e.g., 

seniority). Similarly, they might converge on a hierarchical procedure that defers 

the judgment to an authority.  

                                                                                                                                            
the debate between liberals and communitarians than the way it is often framed in the literature, which is 
often as a debate about how to conceive the nature of the self (SEP on Communitarianism 2014). On the 
view presented here, it is better understood as a fundamental disagreement about the nature of the civic 
relationship (see Cooper 2005). 
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3. Desert-based solution. The group might also distribute the bounty proportional 

to desert, broadly construed, perhaps by distributing the goods proportional to the 

contributed efforts or needs of its constituent members. Similarly, the members 

may adopt a desert-based procedure by deferring the judgment to the most 

deserving individual(s) or by permitting competition that indicates one’s merit 

with regard to the relevant sphere of activity.  

4. Communal solution. Finally, and more generously, the group might decide to 

share and share alike. If the group were composed of immediate family members, 

they might forgo any distribution procedure and instead allow the bounty to 

remain communal. Similarly, the members may adopt a communitarian procedure 

by seeking consensus on a distribution outcome.  

 

Obviously, these coordination solutions not exhaust logical possibility. After all, 

the group could decide to distribute the goods proportional to any property, such as the 

last digit of individuals’ Social Security numbers. But notice that this outcome is only 

likely to be perceived as fair if these digits are an indicator of one's merit/need, in which 

case it represents a proportionality strategy, or if it is an indicator of legitimate authority, 

in which case it represents a hierarchical solution (hierarchy), or is merely a randomly 

distributed property, in which case it is akin to a lottery and is thus an egalitarian strategy 

(equality). Of course, even more extravagant coordination solutions are possible, as well. 

In theory, the group could agree to do the opposite of the results that emerge from an 

egalitarian vote, but it is very unlikely that such a strategy would be perceived as fair in 

most populations. And finally, the group may employ a plurality of strategies. For 

example, they may decide to give a large portion of the bounty to an authority 

(hierarchy), and then split the rest equally among the remaining members (equality). So 
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while the four relational duties do not represent the only conceivable ways of producing a 

fair procedure, they arguably capture the core schemas out of which we construct our 

more nuanced norms and institutions.  

4.1 FAIRNESS AND MORAL DISAGREEMENT 

 In illuminating our disjunctive conception of fairness, RRT helps diagnose the 

source of moral conflicts.  This is often crucial, since it is uncommon for opponents in 

moral conflicts to persist in talking past one another. Specifically, RRT predicts that 

individuals will confront quantitative and qualitative ethical disagreements. Quantitative 

ethical disagreements are disagreements in which the individuals converge on the 

relevant relationship duty, but diverge as to what it requires in the given case. For 

example, friends may agree that they should take turns driving (equality), but disagree 

about whose turn it currently is. Qualitative disagreements occur when individuals fail to 

converge on the relevant relationship duty. For example, some individuals on a hiring 

committee may perceive a duty to offer the job to the candidate with the most merit 

(proportionality), while others perceive that it ought to go to the candidate that more 

evenly distributes the departments’ academic strengths (equality). Similarly, some 

members of the community may perceive that all citizens should have equal access to 

medical care (equality), while others perceive that healthcare should be distributed as a 

market commodity (proportionality).17 This disagreement can emerge at the institutional 

level, as well. For example, it is tempting to see traditional views of political authority as 

various ways to structure the ruler/ruled relationship. Democracies structure this 

relationship in accordance with equality; monarchies employ hierarchy; oligarchies use 

proportionality, and communism employs unity.  
                                                
17 See Connelly and Folger 2004 for additional examples.  
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5. IMPLICATIONS FOR MORAL PHILOSOPHY 

Of course, no moral facts can be logically derived from Relationship Regulation 

Theory. But the descriptive facts of human moral psychology can, and always have, 

informed our views of what morality requires. For example, in order to identify the 

prescriptions that will actually maximize utility, the utilitarian has to be cognizant of the 

‘compliance facts,’ the facts about what is feasible to expect from a creature with our 

particular cognitive capacities. For utilitarians, the facts of moral psychology deepen our 

understanding of what is required of optimal moral reasoning in much the same way that 

the physiological facts about human hips deepen our understanding of what is required of 

an optimal golf swing. The better we understand the underlying mechanisms, the better 

we understand what optimality requires. The relevance of these compliance facts is not 

restricted to consequentialism, either. Even the Kantian must be sensitive to moral 

psychology in order to know what will pass the test of the moral law.18  

It is relatively uncontroversial that empirical moral psychology can inform the 

content of these first-order duties determined by the more fundamental, second-order 

duty described by the  relevant normative theory. But, arguably, empirical moral 

psychology can also inform the content of these second-order theories in three general 

ways. Firstly, and perhaps least commonly, the empirical facts can serve as a 

counterexample to a metaphysical claim that grounds or underlies a normative theory.19 
                                                
18 Consider the case of a father deliberating on whether it is permissible to purchase a gun to protect his 
family. On the Kantian view, he must consider whether he can rationally will a world in which everyone is 
permitted to purchase a gun to protect their families. But if a world in which everyone is permitted to buy a 
gun would actually be more dangerous for the father’s family, then he cannot rationally will that maxim. 
Adjudicating whether such a world would, in fact, be more dangerous may require some knowledge of 
human moral psychology. 

19 Analogously, the metaphysician who claims that ‘pain’ is reducible to some token mental state (e.g., C-
fibers firing) has to contend with the empirical finding that we observe pain in organisms that lack the 
relevant neural structures.  
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For example, it is a serious problem for a Humean or rationalist account of moral 

motivation if its claims are in conflict with facts about how this process operates in 

creatures like us. In some cases, theories of moral motivation are integral to the claims of 

a normative theory, as in Kantian ethics, where a rationalist conception of moral 

motivation drives a view about what makes an action properly moral. Some philosophers 

have suggested that Kant’s conception of moral motivation is inconsistent with our 

psychology, and such claims are meant to undermine the coherence of the Kantian project 

(Knobe and Leiter 2007). To be clear, I am not defending this critique; I am only noting 

its general structure. 

Secondly, empirical moral psychology can demonstrate the impossibility of some 

theory’s normative demands. To the extent that one endorses some variant of the ‘ought 

implies can’ dictum often attributed to Kant,20 practicability facts can serve as a 

constraint on a normative theory. This dictum remains controversial, but many are moved 

by the following thought: how can we hold a person morally accountable for failing to 

perform an action that they were incapable of performing? If the only way to save your 

stranded cat is to levitate, there seems to be something distinctively unfair about holding 

agents morally accountable for having not saved it. Arguably, a similar principle applies 

to the mode of moral reasoning required by a normative theory. Owen Flanagan (1991) 

calls this the ‘Principle of Minimal Psychological Realism.’ The general thought is that 

should be very wary of a normative theory that requires us to reason in certain ways, or 

disregard certain facts, or act on particular ends that we are psychologically incapable of 

performing. 

                                                
20 “Since reason commands that such actions should take place, it must be possible for them to take place" 
(Kant, Critique of Pure Reason). 
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Thirdly, the empirical facts of moral psychology can demonstrate that the 

demands of a normative theory are excessively demanding. A related critique is 

traditionally leveled at utilitarianism, which would appear to require actions that we 

generally take to be optional or supererogatory, such as abandoning the comforts of 

modern life to offset the suffering of strangers in foreign lands (Singer 1971). The 

excessiveness critique is sometimes motivated by the idea that normative theories are 

meant to function as ‘moral ideals’ that play an important social role in guiding public 

discourse (Railton 1986). A theory that is excessively demanding is likely to be alienating 

to moral agents, and thus fail to function as a moral ideal.21 The demandingness charge 

can also be leveled at the mode of reasoning required by a normative theory. Indeed, a 

common criticism of mainstream normative traditions is that they require us to act on 

ends that are not part of our standard motivational set (Williams 1981, Scheffler 1982).  

                                                
21 It is worth briefly mentioning one final, relatively modest way in which empirical moral psychology can 
put pressure on a normative theory, namely by showing the theory to be inconsistent with widely-shared 
intuitions or common sense. The role of intuition in philosophical discourse is a matter of considerable 
debate (see Pust 2012 for an overview), but there is a long tradition often associated with G.E. Moore 
(1925) of putting the dialectical burden on those views that contravene common sense. The burden is 
generally thought to be on the opponent to show why a broadly intuitive position is unsuitable. Indeed, the 
notion of an ‘error theory’ in philosophy is motivated by the idea that we demand a special explanation for 
why a view that enjoys other theoretical virtues also contravenes common sense. One of the positive 
contributions of empirical moral psychology is to point out that certain intuitions traditionally touted by 
philosophers as common sense are not always that common, nor are the common intuitions always that 
obvious. The Knobe effect (2003) was notable precisely because it was a surprise to learn that humans link 
their judgments of intentional action to moral consequences. The point is that we sometimes identify 
widely shared intuitions through careful empirical investigation. And while intuitions do not incur any 
special warrant in philosophy, they do generally enjoy a kind of ‘squatters rights’ in that we are permitted 
to inhabit these views until we are given reason to leave. As philosophers, our aim is to subject these 
intuitions to critical scrutiny, and we may ultimately conclude that they are precisely what leads moral 
reasoning astray (see Greene 2000). Nonetheless, empirical moral psychology provides one strategy for 
identifying common sense, and while its content is certainly defeasible, it is widely thought to play a non-
trivial role in evaluating the merits of a moral theory.  
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5.1 MORAL IMPARTIALITY 

With these intersections in mind, let us turn specifically to the implications of 

Relationship Regulation Theory on the partiality debate in normative ethics. According to 

RRT, a fundamental feature of human moral reasoning is the tendency to perceive some 

individuals’ interests as more significant than others. For example, individuals engaged in 

an Authority Ranking relationship will perceive a duty to give disproportionate 

consideration to the superior’s interests, and individuals engaged in a Communal Sharing 

relationship will perceive a demand to give disproportionate consideration to the interests 

of in-group members over out-group members. In general, RRT proposes that we 

perceive morality as a set of overlapping social roles that require distinct levels of 

consideration for distinct individuals.  

This feature of human moral reasoning is at odds with a central assumption in 

mainstream post-Enlightenment normative theory, namely that good moral judgment is 

impartially benevolent. Impartial benevolence is perhaps best described as the duty to 

consider all agents as equals, which is not to be confused with the more stringent demand 

to treat all agents equivalently (Dworkin 1977, see Jollimore 2011 for a review).22 For 

                                                
22 As Brad Hooker (2010) points out, the notion of impartiality is used in at least three ways in moral 
philosophy. Perhaps the most common is the conception of impartiality as impartial benevolence, as 
described above. But a second, nearly universally accepted form of impartiality, is ‘impartial application,’ 
the idea that moral rules should apply to all moral agents; the principles or regularities that constitute 
morality apply irrespective of any individual’s personal identity. The moral law is agent-neutral in that 
there is no moral law for John, a different one for Betsy, and another one for Melinda. Of course, it is 
perfectly consistent with the notion of impartial application that the different roles John or Betsy play in 
social life will require them to take on very different duties (if one is a parent, for example). But these 
duties apply to everyone who is a parent, irrespective of whether it is John or Betsy or Melinda .22 Almost 
no one rejects impartial applicability, save the existentialists, who propose that the moral law is a deeply 
personal creation. Thirdly, we can also refer to the ‘impartial assessment’ of first-order moral principles or 
rules. First order moral rules can be judged as impartial if they are rules whose implementation does not 
give special consideration to some agents over others. Note also that a rule can be given an impartial 
assessment even if the rule itself is not benevolently impartial (i.e., even if the rule demands giving special 
consideration). To be impartially assessed, it need only be the case that the justification of the rule is not in 
virtue of the fact that it gives special consideration to some individual or group.  
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example, a paradigmatically impartial theory like utilitarianism counts one ‘util’ from any 

agent as identical to one ‘util’ from any other, and thus considers each agent equally in 

the moral calculus. But this equal consideration is consistent with unequal treatment, as 

when the principle of utility confers the non-egalitarian duty to save an archbishop over a 

chambermaid in a fire (Godwin 1793/1926). The Kantian demand for universalizability is 

also seen as requiring impartial benevolence. Since all moral judgments must be 

independent of any particular point of view, the moral law excludes the possibility of 

applying different standards for different people. Whether some particular maxim is 

universalizable is determined fully independently of which particular agents are involved 

in the interaction.23 Contrast this with partialist traditions like “care ethics” (Gilligan 

1982) or Prichard’s intuitionist ethics (1949), which ground moral duties in facts about 

the instantiated relationship. A paradigmatic partialist theory like Gilligan’s care ethics 

traces our moral duties, not to external impartial principles, but to particular pro-social 

attitudes that bind individuals in social relationships.  

Although impartiality is one of the pillars of modern ethical thought, it is a 

requirement that has been met with a wide range of resistance in recent decades. Indeed, 

it is generally agreed that one the most serious problems facing the utilitarian and Kantian 

traditions is the extent to which they neglect, or at any rate, minimizes the special duties 

that emerge from personal relationships, especially those duties of friendship and kin (see 

Williams 1973, Stocker 1976, Cottingham 1983, Baron 1991, Scheffler 2001). 

Philosophers have long noted that impartial traditions incur the cost of denying a feature 

of moral common sense on which it is permissible or obligatory to give special 

consideration to one’s friends, family, nation, etc. Those in the impartial traditions 
                                                
23 A similar notion of impartiality is assumed in the contractualist tradition (e.g., Rawls 1971, Scanlon 
1982). Whether some particular proposal could be accepted by all rational agents is determined fully 
independently of which particular agents are involved in the interaction. 
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(‘univeralists’) generally attempt to rescue this aspect of moral common sense by 

appealing to a distinction between first-order and second-order duties. So while it is true 

that utilitarianism entails the second-order impartial duty to consider all agents as equals, 

the view can still permit first-order partiality. For example, it is permissible to give 

special consideration to one’s children so long as doing so maximizes overall utility, 

which is to say, so long as it is permitted by the impartiality of the second-order duty 

(i.e., the utility calculus). Similarly, in the Kantian tradition, giving special consideration 

to one’s children is permissible so long as this feature of one’s autonomy is available to 

all moral agents considered equally. So while nearly all normative theories allow some 

form of first-order partiality, they differ with regard to whether that first-order partiality 

is merely permitted by higher-order impartial principles or whether those partialist duties 

emerge directly from facts about the relationships themselves.  

No theory of moral psychology is going to resolve this metaphysical question. But 

arguably, RRT does put pressure on the universalist. Notice that if RRT is true, 

universalists are committed to the view that individuals act rightly much of the time 

despite systematically misrepresenting the moral properties, since on the universalist’s 

view, facts about social relationships never confer rightness or wrongness on an action. 

But RRT suggests a picture of moral reasoning on which these social-relational facts 

directly determine the moral value of an action. It is true that one can point to other 

biological processes that systematically misrepresent the world and which are nonetheless 

reliable. For example, it is sometimes held that we systematically misrepresent color 

properties and yet are reliable color perceivers. Nonetheless, the question is whether 

systematic misrepresentation is the norm or the exception in nature, and thus who bears 

the burden of proof in this case. At the very least, universalists bear the burden of 
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explaining how it is that we systematically misrepresent moral properties and still often 

manage to act rightly much of the time.  

As already noted, another way that empirical moral psychology can put pressure 

on a normative theory is by providing evidence that some reasoning requirement of a 

theory is impossible for creatures like us to perform. Many accept some variation of 

Flanagan’s “Principle of Psychological Realism” (1991) and thus have reason to resist 

universalism if it turns out to be impossible for creatures like us to consistently reason 

impartially. Currently, however, nothing in RRT explicitly rules out the possibility of 

impartial moral reasoning. It is conceivable that we could structure all of our social 

interactions in accordance with the equality or unity motive, as perhaps the utilitarian and 

Kantian traditions require. But whether this can be done, in practice, remains an open 

empirical question. Whether RRT entails the outright impossibility of impartial moral 

reasoning or merely some degree of demandingness will depend, in part, on how 

ingrained these tendencies are in human nature. This chapter has remained neutral on 

whether RRT is a theory that describes innate moral mechanisms, or whether they are 

merely dispositions that appear in every culture because of their conferred advantage 

and/or evolutionary stability. Fiske is less hesitant. Given the specific social niche that 

humans occupy in the biosphere, Fiske argues that we should expect that natural selection 

would favor “a small number of structured yet flexible, open-ended, generative 

proclivities that facilitate adaptive social coordination across diverse domains in diverse 

environments” (Haslam 1999 pg. 14). If the relevant mechanisms are indeed innate, there 

may be some reason to think that creatures like us are inescapably partialists, and thus we 

cannot resist adopting distinct levels of consideration for the various individuals with 

whom we are related. Moreover, even if the tendencies described by RRT are not innate, 

but just evolutionarily stable strategies, it may still be the case that they are canalized to a 
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degree that makes them as resistant to change as a biologically determined  property. In 

either case, the Principle of Psychological Realism would seem to push against 

universalism. 

Of course, the fact that some behavior is the product of an innate mechanism does 

not yet show that it determines irresistible behavior. For example, we have innate 

mechanisms that are responsible for our preferences for sweet and savory foods, but we 

also have innate mechanisms that can resist these tendencies. So while our taste 

preferences may be essentially irresistible, our actions with regard to those preferences 

are not. While it is ultimately very difficult to distinguish the outright impossible from 

the merely demanding, excessive demandingness is also thought to be a cost of a 

normative theory. Arguably, universalism is excessively demanding because acting in 

accordance with impartial moral principles would require forgoing certain human 

relationships because their formation would trigger nearly irresistible motivations to 

engage in non-impartial moral reasoning. A normative theory that requires individuals to 

forgo the formation of friendships or resist having children is, I would suggest, 

excessively demanding. Sam Scheffler (2010) has argued, relatedly, that the universalist 

tradition rejects ‘reasons of partiality’ that are the nearly inevitable outcomes of certain of 

basic forms of human valuing, and thus requires a standard of moral action that “stands 

against our natures as valuing creatures” (2010). RRT highlights the extent of this 

demandingness and strengthens the force of this critique. 

6. FOUR RELATIONSHIP DUTIES, FOUR ETHICAL TRADITIONS 

Ethical theory in the Enlightenment was characterized by attempts to reduce the 

moral law to the simplest set of moral principles – typically just one. So while humans 

perceive four distinct relational duties, the mainstream traditions of the Enlightenment 
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posit just one morally relevant relationship, the relationship we incur as a citizen of the 

world. In utilitarianism, for example, the only morally significant relationship we inhabit 

is as potential benefactor to all moral agents. Similarly, in the Kantian tradition, our only 

morally significant relationship is as a fellow member of the Kingdom of Ends. These 

traditions reduce all our moral obligations to the duties appropriate to this one 

relationship.  

Arguably, one useful way of parsing the theoretical landscape of normative ethics 

is by noting how the four major traditions cluster around the four relational duties 

(equality, unity, proportionality and hierarchy). Since the psychological motivations for 

philosophical theories are often opaque to introspection, we enrich moral discourse by 

gaining a better understanding the underlying psychological processes (Knobe & Nichols 

2008). The idea explored in this section is that RRT describes the four fundamental 

intuitions that underlie the four major normative traditions. To be clear, I am not 

proposing to describe the motivations of any individual philosophers, least of all Kant, 

but rather the general patterns of human motivation that explain why the theoretical 

terrain has been carved up in the way it has. 

6.1 UTILITARIANISM AND THE DUTY OF EQUALITY 

 It is often suggested that utilitarianism is a normative theory rooted in the value 

of equality (Kymlicka 1990, Hare 1981, Sen 1992, Singer 1993). Arguably, the core duty 

of the utility calculus is the demand for the “equal consideration of interests” without 

regard to features of one’s personal identity, merits or social statuses (Singer 1993 pg. 

21). In Bentham’s memorable phrase, “Everybody is to count for one, nobody for more 

than one” (Mill 1861 pg. 257). In fact, there is something akin to a democratic procedure 
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in the utility calculus; every agents’ future happiness stands as a proxy in a kind of 

democratic vote for the permissible action or norm.  

Fiske and Rai (2011) have instead argued that the fundamental duty of 

utilitarianism is rooted in the duty of proportionality, but this seems mistaken, since the 

duty of proportionality is a demand to distribute goods via desert, and one of the central 

critiques of utilitarianism is that the principle of utility does not (at least directly) 

consider the merits of individuals. Fiske and Rai likely misidentify utilitarianism with the 

proportionality motive because they are most familiar with the optimizing procedures 

used in public policy where the aim is to maximize some putative good. In such cases, we 

often abstract away from the individuals and seek the optimal cost-benefit ratio of 

material resources for human resources, a context of market transaction where the 

proportionality motive is typically perceived as appropriate. In fact, the other normative 

discipline that emerged in the Enlightenment – economic theory – does promote a 

procedure for distributing goods that is rooted in the proportionality duty, namely 

capitalism. So while we do sometimes employ the proportionality motive to maximize 

welfare in a transactional context, that tendency should not be confused with the equality 

motive inherent in traditional utilitarianism. 

6.2 KANTIANISM/CONTRACTUALISM AND THE DUTY OF UNITY 

Consider now the contrast with the Kantian/contractualist tradition (Kant 1784, 

Rawls 1971, Scanlon 1998). Central to these traditions is the requirement that one’s 

actions or the principles that underlie these actions be universalizeable (Gert 1998; Hare 

1981; Kant 1964/1785), which is essentially a duty to avoid making an exception for 

oneself. When applied to a decision-making procedure, that means acting on principles 

that can (or could) garner consensus from the relevant group members. This is precisely 
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the demand of the duty of unity. Recall that the duty of unity is a duty to pursue/distribute 

goods in a way that minimizes the distinctions between members of an in-group, 

distinguished by some shared property in regard to which the individuals perceive 

themselves as strictly undifferentiated (e.g., with regard to rational autonomy). When 

applied to a decision procedure, the duty of unity requires acting on principles or actions 

that gain consensus from all members.24 

 The Kantian/contractualist tradition is motivated by the intuition that the 

principles of morality are the ones capable of garnering consensus from all members of 

the in-group (i.e., all rational agents). The Kantian test of universalizability ensures that 

any action that is permissible for a given rational agent is one that could garner consensus 

from all rational agents. In the Scanlonian and Rawlsian tradition, this imagined 

consensus is built from the informed, uncoerced agreement among individuals in a 

collective. What these traditions share is a grounding intuition that rationality accords us 

membership in a moral in-group whose integrity is respected by ensuring that our actions 

do not exclude, nor make exceptions for any individual member. We act in accordance 

with this duty of unity by ensuring that the principles that underlie our actions are ones on 

which the entire in-group can converge.  

6.3 CONTRACTARIANISM AND THE DUTY OF PROPORTIONALITY 

A more recent addition to the normative theory is the contractarian tradition, most 

closely associated with the work of David Gauthier (1986). Contractarianism models 

moral interactions as economic transactions between individuals in a bargaining situation. 

                                                

24  As such, the unity duty puts a stricter requirement on a decision procedure than the duty of equality, 
since it does not permit trade-offs between the interests of individual members.  



 31 

The fundamental duty of the contractarian tradition is a duty of proportionality; the 

principles of morality are those that emerge from an idealized transaction among rational 

contractors aiming to optimize their own utility.25 The contract situation is akin to a 

market transaction, in that the bargainers are obliged to converge on a set of principles 

that gives each their proper due.  

6.4 PRE-ENLIGHTENMENT ETHICS AND THE DUTY OF HIERARCHY  

It should come as no surprise that very few of the post-Enlightenment normative 

traditions sought to reduce the moral law to the duty of hierarchy. In fact, one way of 

understanding the Enlightenment is as a cultural movement to suppress the manifestation 

of Authority Ranking relationships in the public sphere. However, traditional normative 

theories, like Confucianism, Hobbesian ethics, and Divine Command theory explicitly 

derive their obligations from a fundamental duty to conform to the demands of a divine 

or temporal authority.  Also, Nietzsche’s (1881) subversive ethical program was an 

attempt to revive a normative tradition that traces our duties to the demands of a natural 

aristocracy.  

7. RRT AND APPLIED ETHICS  

The intersection of RRT and applied ethics is significantly less controversial. The 

better we understand the processes underlying human moral reasoning, the better 

positioned we are to design environments and institutions that accommodate our 

weaknesses and amplify our strengths. One of the more promising practical applications 

                                                
25  Specifically, Gauthier proposes that the moral norms are those that would be reached by contractors 
beginning from a position each has attained through her own actions which have not worsened anyone else, 
and who are adopting a principle of agreement where seeks an outcome that minimizes the maximum 
relative concessions of each party to the bargain. 
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of RRT stems from its ability to predict how social environments shape moral behavior. 

Fiske describes how humans utilize the same general contextual cues in the environment 

to signal the type of relationship that is instantiated, and thus what relational duty is 

appropriate in that context. These cues generally rely on arrangements in physical space 

that mimic the structure of the instantiated relationship. For example, communities often 

trigger a hierarchical relationship by arranging the superior physically above the 

subordinate: the King sits on a raised throne; the chief dons a tall headdress; corporate 

executives have offices on the top floor; faculty at Oxford dine at ‘high table’. Similarly, 

the equality motive is triggered by arranging agents on the same plane or at equal 

intervals, such as colleagues meeting at a round table.26 The unity motive is triggered by 

accentuating similarities in appearance and movement, as in the uniforms of militaries 

and sports teams, synchronized marching, and shared public rituals. The proportionality 

duty is generally triggered by accentuating the transaction of perceived goods, as with the 

use of a symbolic exchange like money. 

Since RRT correlates certain contextual triggers with certain coordination 

schemas, the theory can be employed as a practical tool for designing social contexts that 

reliably motivate particular patterns of moral behavior. Consider, for example, its 

potential impact on the so-called ‘crowding-out effect’ that undermines the efficiency of 

certain social institutions. The crowding-out effect refers to contexts in which altruistic 

motives get displaced – or crowded-out – by the norms and expectations of market 

exchange (for a review, see Frey & Jegen 2001). For example, in one well-known study, 

                                                

26 Consider, for example, the long and laborious diplomatic maneuvering at the end of the Vietnam war 
over the shape of the negotiating table because of the way it was taken to symbolize the ranking of the 
parties involved.  
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schools that began charging a late fee for tardy pickups saw parental tardiness increase 

rather than decrease (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000). Similarly, when blood banks began 

paying a nominal fee for contributions, donations went down, not up (Mellström, and 

Johannesson 2008). RRT predicts that when we alter cues about the social-relational 

context to signal a market transaction, we trigger the modes of behavior appropriate to 

the proportionality motive. What one might have done out of solidarity with an in-group 

(unity), or out of deference to some social hierarchy (hierarchy), or to maintain parity 

between social equals (equality), now gets framed as an interaction in which agents are 

permitted to demand a proportional exchange. So while norms consonant with the 

proportionality motive can promote sociality in many contexts, philosophers have long 

worried that its overuse can erode the social ties upon which human communities depend 

(Marx 1848/1972, Tönnies 1887/1957, Durkheim 1893/2008, Mauss 1925, Sandel 2012). 

RRT can help identify the triggers of the proportionality duty, and it can also highlight 

alternative strategies for motivating pro-social behavior in these contexts. For example, 

this might involve accentuating the shared properties of individuals in order to trigger the 

communitarian tendencies of the unity motive, or in other contexts, such as in the daycare 

center above, it may be more productive to accentuate the social status of individuals in 

order to trigger the deferential strategies of the hierarchy duty.   

8. CONCLUSION 

Empirical moral psychology is a young discipline, and there is little doubt that we 

have much to learn about the various processes that fill out our species’ moral toolkit. 

Nevertheless, the suggestion here is that RRT describes core features of that toolkit, and 

in doing so, helps illuminate our intuitive conception of fairness, informs a long-standing 

debate about moral partiality, enriches our understanding of the divisions between ethical 

traditions, and highlights practical strategies for diagnosing moral conflict and designing 
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institutions that motivate pro-social behavior.
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Chapter 2: In Defense of Role Ethics 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Linda awakes to the sound of her alarm and turns to kiss her spouse in a way that 

she kisses no one else. From the sounds emerging from the kitchen, Linda knows that the 

kids are awake and soon both parents are urging their children to school with a calm 

authority rarely shown to strangers’ children. When Linda arrives at the Department, she 

finishes grading student essays, taking special care to distribute the points proportional to 

their individual merits, before turning to her obligations as Department Chair where, 

despite her colleagues’ differing merits, she will make every effort to give them equal 

consideration on the new faculty hire. 

Like most humans, Linda experiences much of ethical life as a set of overlapping 

social roles – spouse, parent, professor, colleague, friend – each of which confers a 

distinct set of obligations toward a distinct set of individuals. In common sense morality, 

to be a good person largely just is to be a good spouse, a good parent, a good citizen, and 

so forth. From the Confucian tradition in the East (Ames 2012)27, to the Stoic tradition in 

the West (Johnson 2013)28, to the ethical traditions of Africa (Gyekye 1995), most ancient 

                                                

27 While Confucian ethics has traditionally been lumped together with other virtue theories, some 
contemporary western philosophers argue that the Confucian tradition is best understood as a version of 
Role Ethics (see especially, Ames 2012). On Ames’ view, the Confucian tradition is role-ethical in the 
communitarian sense, in that it conceives “human beings as relational persons constituted by the roles they 
live rather than as individual selves” (Ames 2012 pg. 24). But Ames is less clear about whether 
Confucianism supports the view on which social roles are the source of our duties. I leave such debates to 
the relevant scholars, though I suspect the view presented here is largely amenable to the Confucian 
tradition. 

28 Specifically, Johnson argues for an interpretation of Epictetus as offering an ethics based on an appeal to 
various overlapping social roles. 
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cultures have endorsed a variant of Role Ethics. Role Ethics is a normative theory that 

rests on three interrelated theses/assumptions. The primary thesis is that the duties (and/or 

virtues)29of moral life are determined largely by the social roles we incur in the 

communities we inhabit. The second is an assumption about the nature of these social 

roles, namely that they largely involve persisting human relationships. Role Ethics 

focuses on the subset of social relationships that follow individuals across social contexts. 

So Role Ethics is a special case of Relationship Ethics; the duties appropriate to our roles 

also apply to non-persisting relationships, as well. The latter are simply not the focus of 

Role Ethics. Indeed, one of the benefits of Role Ethics (in contrast to mainstream 

traditions) is that it focuses on the obligations to those in our immediate social sphere as 

opposed to a more artificial focus on our duties to strangers. Finally, Role Ethics is the 

view that describes how these persisting social relationships constrain the pursuit of self-

interest.30  

While most traditional cultures endorsed some variant of the three theses 

described above, it has become increasingly clear that this trend reflects a fundamental 

feature of our species’ moral psychology. A growing empirical literature in social and 

moral psychology highlights the significant extent to which social-relational cues in the 

environment guide and influence moral deliberation beneath conscious awareness 

(Goffman 1959, Biddle and Thomas 1966, Brewer and Gardner 1996, Fiske 1992, Haidt 

2001, Bargh and Williams 2006).  Yet, despite Role Ethics’ prominence in human 

history, its broad folk appeal, and its consonance with human moral psychology, the 

tradition has been largely neglected in the West.31 For example, even the typically 

                                                
29 For convenience, I will focus on the duties' of our roles, but ‘duties’ will be short for 'duties and virtues.’ 
 
30 Taken together then, Role Ethics is a normative theory that describes how the duties of persisting human 
relationships constraint the pursuit of self-interest. 

31 A notable exception to the neglect of Role Ethics can be found in recent interest in Confucian Role 
Ethics among some western philosophers (see Ames 2012). We will return to this below. 
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thorough Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy contains no article on the subject; in fact, 

the words never appear together in a single entry. This chapter promotes the tradition’s 

revival by defending a contemporary version of Role Ethics, modeled on the functioning 

of human moral psychology, which avoids the traditional objections and provides 

compelling explanations of moral motivation, moral conflict, and reasonable moral 

pluralism. 

2. THE WANING OF ROLE ETHICS 

Of course, it is not that surprising that Role Ethics has been neglected. The trend 

in post-Enlightenment normative theory has heavily favored impartial moral traditions 

that demand equal consideration for all moral agents. And role duties are typically 

antithetical to that tradition, since they specify a distinct set of obligations toward a 

distinct set of agents. In most mainstream ethical traditions, the only morally significant 

role that we inhabit is the role that we stand in to all moral agents, a role akin to ‘citizen 

of the world.’ For utilitarians, the only morally significant role that we inhabit is as 

potential benefactor to all moral agents. Similarly, in the Kantian tradition, our only 

morally significant role is as a fellow member of the Kingdom of Ends. These traditions 

can permit the duties of certain roles, but the roles are not the source of those duties. Role 

Ethics, in the sense used here, is the view that our moral obligations are determined 

largely by – and thus (largely) the source of – the social roles we incur in the 

communities we inhabit.  

The marginalization of Role Ethics can be traced to two historical movements. 

The first involves the influence of secularization. It is frequently by historians of 

philosophy that increasing secularization in the Enlightenment put pressure on 

philosophers to explain how a moral principle could be genuinely binding without some 

divine lawgiver to imbue them with the requisite legislative force or ‘normative 

character’ (Anscombe 1958). Philosophers responded to that challenge by aiming to show 

that the principles of morality could be extracted solely from the dictates of human 
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reason. Eighteenth-century physics would, for better or worse, provide the template of a 

maximally rational theory, and the result was a generation of philosophers aiming to 

reduce the moral law to the simplest set of principles with the maximum predictive 

capacity (Schneewind 1988, Macintyre 1984). The meta-ethical challenges raised by 

secularization motivated theoretical minimalism in normative ethics, and this trend cut 

against traditions that would ground duties in the various and complex demands of 

human relationships.  

But the pressures of secularism can only be part of the explanation, for these 

pressures might well have motivated philosophers to reduce morality to a simple set of 

principles requiring the fulfillment of one’s various social roles. Indeed, this is arguably 

what Prichard (1949) ultimately concludes (see below).  So another explanation for the 

neglect of Role Ethics makes reference to moral history itself, and in particular, the 

Enlightenment’s challenge to one particular type of social role involving ordered 

hierarchies. It was no coincidence that moral philosophers began championing impartial 

normative theories at the same time that western cultures were attempting to dismantle 

the traditional hierarchies inherent in political monarchy, feudal economics, and Catholic 

theology. The subversive nature of this egalitarian movement is difficult for moderns to 

appreciate. Throughout much of human history, it was widely assumed that some 

individuals were more worthy of consideration than others. Like our primate ancestors, 

humans fall readily into social hierarchies, and we are extremely, if not excruciatingly 

sensitive to their presence from a very early age (Boehm 1999). Jefferson's 

Enlightenment-era claim that “all men are created equal” was not a mere rhetorical 

flourish, but a substantive moral claim.   

So the waning of Role Ethics was also a casualty of a social movement aimed at 

resisting one particular type of social role in the public sphere. The cultural resistance 

took the form of institutional pressure to conceive the fundamental principles of morality 
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as ‘impartially benevolent.32 The demand for impartial benevolence cuts against 

normative traditions, like Role Ethics, that require special consideration for certain 

individuals and collectives.  

The two explanations above are connected, for a theory with maximal predictive 

power (and thus a good claim to reasonableness) will be capable of identifying the right 

action in any case of moral conflict, and that is done more efficiently by ruling out the 

possibility of irresolvable moral conflicts that arise with special obligations.33 So the 

collapse of Role Ethics was propelled both by the reductionist tendencies encouraged by 

the secular turn, and the egalitarian pressures of the Enlightenment’s social revolution.34 

The result was the dominance of ethical traditions in which all the various roles were 

collapsed into just one relationship with all moral agents. So while mainstream traditions 

derivatively permit the duties of roles, normative theories in which right action is 

grounded in, or flows from, social roles have remained on the fringes of western moral 

philosophy.  

Importantly, a normative theory can also be described as role-ethical in a more 

limited sense shared by the communitarian tradition (Taylor 1988, Sandel 1998).  These 

traditions resist an atomistic conception of the self in favor of a view on which 

                                                
32 This is not to be confused with the far more stringent demand to treat all agents equivalently (see 
Jollimore 2011 for a review). For example, a paradigmatically impartial theory like utilitarianism counts 
one ‘util’ from any agent as identical to one ‘util’ from any other, and thus considers each agent equally in 
the moral calculus. But equal consideration is consistent with unequal treatment, as when the principle of 
utility confers the non-egalitarian duty to save the archbishop over the chambermaid in a fire (Godwin 
1793/1926). The Kantian demand for universalizability is also seen as requiring impartial benevolence. 
Since all moral judgments must be independent of any particular point of view, the moral law excludes the 
possibility of applying different standards for different people. Whether some particular maxim is 
universalizable is determined fully independently of which particular agents are involved in the interaction.  

33 If two individuals have duties that can only be fulfilled by the exclusion of the other individual’s duty, 
then they are in irresolvable moral conflict.  

34 Given the role that religions typically play in ordering social life, it is very likely that the secular turn 
was itself motivated, in part, by changing power dynamics in human cultures.  
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individuals are constituted, in part, by their roles/relations to others. The virtue ethics 

tradition is often described as role-ethical in this sense (Macintyre 1984). In the 

Aristotelian tradition, for example, the good life consists in the rational activity of the 

soul in accordance with virtue (that is the source of goodness), but in a political animal 

like us, these virtues are naturally expressed via the roles we perform in a polis.35 On that 

view, the obligations of our social roles are derivative on the primary demand to pursue 

eudaimonia. The roles are not the source of our duties, as in Role Ethics proper, and as 

will become clearer later, this metaphysical difference determines a distinct normative 

project. 

2.1 MODERN STRANDS OF ROLE ETHICS 

So while social roles are often afforded an important place in Western normative 

theory, moral philosophers have largely abandoned views on which they are the main 

determinants of our obligations. An important exception must be made for early 20th 

century Intuitionists like H.A. Prichard and W.D. Ross. Prichard arguably comes closest 

to endorsing a full-fledged Role Ethics, for on his view every right action specifies a state 

of affairs and a ‘definite relation’ (1949).36  But Prichard leaves the nature of this definite 

relation vague, such that it would appear we stand in a definite relation with all 

individuals with whom we have relevant contact (Dancy, personal communication, 

2014). But this liberality opposes the spirit of Role Ethics, since it is typically a view that 

restricts the sphere of moral obligations to a subset of individuals with whom we are 

significantly or meaningfully engaged. Other intuitionists, like W.D. Ross‘ (1930), 

defended an unabashedly pluralistic normative theory that posited several role-duties in 

                                                
35 “One cannot live a solitary life, but also for parents, children, wife, and in general for his friends and 
fellow citizens, since man is sociable by nature” (NE 1097b9-11) 

36 “To come to recognize that an act is a duty, one need only concentrate on the … state of affairs that one 
will, if successful, originate and facts about the relations in which one stands here to others and to oneself” 
(20). 
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addition to a general duty of benevolence.37 Finally, moral particularism, which has roots 

in 20th-century intuitionism, also allows that social roles are but one of many duty-

conferring features of the moral landscape (Dancy 1993, 2004).  

The second notable exception can be found in the Care Ethics tradition (Noddings 

1984, Gilligan 1982, Held 2006). Care Ethics is a normative theory that describes how 

the duties of our relationships promote the well-being of the constituent caregivers and 

care-receivers. My project is strongly influenced by this normative tradition, and in 

particular, the notion of ‘engrossment’ in Noddings (1984) that describes a kind of 

entanglement between the interests of individuals in social relationships out of which 

their specific duties emerge. As it is conceived here, Role Ethics is an extension of 

‘relational ethics’ that attempts to make more concrete the source, strength and nature of 

the duties in our persisting relationships.  

3. CHAPTER OUTLINE 

Given the demands on post-Enlightenment normative theories, the neglect of Role 

Ethics is likely due to the perception that its principles are prejudicial (in failing to be 

impartially benevolent), relativistic (in failing to exclude certain culturally-constructed 

roles, such as the role of slave owner), and pragmatically inert (in failing to provide 

practical guidance in moral decision-making).38 As a result, there have been few recent 

efforts within analytic philosophy to offer a plausible version of the tradition. The aim of 

this project is to provide one. Specifically, the task will involve describing the moral 

metaphysics of Role Ethics (Section 5), specifying a criterion for individuating moral 
                                                
37 “In addition to a universalist duty, we have special obligations to those who “stand to me in the relation 
of promisee to promiser, of creditor to debtor, of wife to husband, of child to parent, of friend to friend, of 
fellow countryman to fellow countryman, and the like” (19). 

 

38 I take these criticisms from a broad examination of the literature critiquing Confucian ethics and Care 
Ethics. 



 42 

roles (Section 5.3), and identifying a ‘role theory of right action’ (Section 6).  When 

appropriately specified, Role Ethics can avoid the traditional objections (Section 7), 

while providing compelling explanations of moral motivation, moral conflict, and 

reasonable moral pluralism (Section 8). 

4. THE SCOPE OF ROLE ETHICS 

Recall that Role Ethics is the view that our moral obligations are determined largely 

by the social roles we incur in the communities we inhabit. More precisely, it describes 

how the duties of enduring social relationships constrain the pursuit of self-interest. 

Distilled to its base, Role Ethics is a special case of Relationship Ethics (e.g., Prichard 

1949, Nodding 1988).39  Role Ethics is a moral theory concerned with the duties of those 

relationships that persist across social contexts. After all, we do not generally experience 

moral life as a series of trolley problems40 (i.e., one-off interactions), but as an 

overlapping array of persisting, structured relationships – friend, spouse, colleague, 

citizen – that impose restrictions on us that endure across contexts. The duties of 

fatherhood, for example, do not disappear when one arrives at work. So while we will 

refer largely to ‘role-duties’ in the following sections, that is just to describe the bulk of 

our relationship duties, the obligations determined by our enduring social relationships.41 

Role Ethics begins with an assumption shared by many in the virtue ethics 

tradition that moral philosophy is a practice aimed at individuals who already inhabit a 

                                                
39 The duties that apply to roles are determined by the same principles that apply to all relationships, 
persisting or non-persisting. The latter is simply not the focus of Role Ethics. 

40 Trolley problems are a class of moral examples that became a popular object of study in the latter part of 
the 20th century that involve single-interaction dilemmas where individuals have to decide what to do with 
an out-of-control trolley (see especially Foot 1967, Thomson 1976).  

41 As noted earlier, the general principles that apply to roles are the same ones that apply to temporary or 
non-persisting relationships. Role Ethics is a special case of Relationship Ethics in that it is focused on the 
most common types of relationships with close consociates that persist over time.  
 
 



 43 

world in which they are someone's friend, someone's lover, someone's parent, a citizen of 

some polis. Role Ethics is a view about what these roles demand and permit, not which 

roles to create and discard, though as we will note later, facts about the former bear 

importantly on the latter. Because Role Ethics is a view about the duties of persisting 

relationships, it encompasses all areas of moral life involving the individuals and 

collectives with whom we enter into persisting relationships. The conditions of entering 

and exiting a relationship are a central point of concern in the following section, but the 

view is open to the possibility that moral agents can form relationships with (and thus 

have role-duties to) other individuals and collectives, animals (such as pets or livestock), 

and even certain ecological features (e.g., forests).  

While a great deal of moral life involves navigating the complex demands of our 

various relationships, there is no reason to insist that Role Ethics captures absolutely all 

of the moral terrain.  Indeed, it is arguably a virtue of the theory that it does not attempt 

to squeeze all of moral life into a single theoretical model. Role Ethics is consistent with 

the view that we are also subject extra-relational duties, such as those duties directed at 

inanimate objects (e.g., artistic masterpieces), or duties we only have to ourselves (e.g., a 

duty of self-development), and (arguably) duties to those with whom we have no 

relationship at all. Nonetheless, it is common to conceive of ethics as concerned largely 

with the duties that make social life possible.42 Role Ethics is a theory of the latter 

phenomenon; it describes how the duties of persisting social relationships constrain the 

pursuit of self-interest.  

4.1. MORAL EPISTEMOLOGY OF ROLE ETHICS  

Role Ethics is a pluralistic normative theory in a variety of senses; it countenances 

a variety of different goods, a variety of morally significant relationships, and a variety of 
                                                

42 Insofar as the theory describes one of the central spheres of moral life, it should be sufficiently 
explanatory and predictive even if it is not a complete moral theory. 
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permissible actions that accord with the fulfillment of a role. As a result, the view incurs 

a hefty epistemic burden. Role Ethics is an Intuitionist moral theory in the tradition of 

Moore (1903), Ross (1930), and Prichard (1949), in that there is no pretension that its 

tenets can be justified by some more fundamental principle(s). The theory simply begins 

with several ground-level judgments that are taken to be consistent with common sense 

morality, which the reader is invited to share. In truth, the Intuitionist holds that all moral 

traditions are motivated in this way, but that is not our concern here, nor is the epistemic 

status of moral intuitions more generally. For our purposes, we can set aside general 

worries about foundationalism. We might agree that intuitions are the starting points in 

philosophy, not end points. Arguably, the intuitions of competent moral agents only 

enjoy something akin to ‘squatter’s rights’ in philosophy, in that we are permitted to 

inhabit these positions until we are given reason to leave. In effect, we do not have to 

begin the process of theorizing randomly; we are permitted to start with the judgments of 

common sense and begin doing philosophy from there.  

Importantly, some of the intuitions that underlie moral common sense are not 

introspectively apparent. Since the processes that influence moral reasoning operate 

beneath conscious awareness, we sometimes identify the intuitions of typical moral 

agents only through careful empirical investigation. Consider, for example, the much-

touted discovery of the unconscious intuitions that motivate deference to authority 

(Milgram 1963, 2009) or in-group conformity (Hanes, Banks & Zimbardo 1973). But 

while much of the research has focused on identifying the intuitions that motivate moral 

reasoning errors, there has been increased interest in identifying the underlying processes 

underlying the moral reasoning of competent adults (Fiske 2011, Haidt and Joseph 2007). 

The version of Role Ethics offered here draws its inspiration from this literature, and in 

particular, from the descriptive account of human moral reasoning developed over the 

last two decades by Alan Fiske and his frequent collaborators. Fiske’s ‘Relationship 

Regulation Theory’ (RRT) describes the four cognitive schemas that humans employ to 
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coordinate all social interactions (1992, 1993a, 1993b, Haslam 2004).43 RRT theory 

describes how humans mentally organize their relationships into four social-relational 

categories, each of which triggers its own coordination schema for pursuing/distributing 

goods in the relevant context (See Chapter one).  

Contemporary Role Ethics is modeled on this descriptive account of human social 

reasoning. The four fundamental role duties of Role Ethics are taken from the four 

coordination schemas of Relationship Regulation Theory. We will have much more to 

say about these fundamental role-duties in subsequent sections. The relevant point here is 

that Role Ethics is designed to be an idealization of the processes underlying human 

moral reasoning. There is no naturalistic fallacy hiding here. The view claims no 

epistemic benefits from its accordance with moral psychology. After all, it is conceivable 

that the evolved processes involved in human social reasoning systematically 

misrepresent the relevant properties in the world (Street 2010, Bedke 2009). We might, 

nonetheless, agree that there is merit in exploring the normative theory that emerges 

when we take seriously our natures as valuing agents.  

5. MORAL METAPHYSICS OF ROLE ETHICS 

Because Role Ethics has been largely marginalized in Western normative theory, 

there have been few attempts to provide the tradition with a moral metaphysics. Although 

space constraints will limit us from a more extensive pursuit of that task, the goal of this 

section is to specify the conditions for inhabiting a persisting relationship or role, to 

                                                
43 I am assuming that these cognitive schemas describe a set of unconscious intuitions (or judgments) that 
determine deliberation outcomes. 
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explain the normative force of our role-duties, and to identify the properties that 

individuate our various roles.44  

5.1 CONDITIONS OF ENTERING A RELATIONSHIP 

In Role Ethics, the bulk of our duties are determined by the enduring relationships 

we inhabit. So the natural the question is: what are the conditions of entering or 

inhabiting a relationship? While we are unlikely to identify a set of necessary and 

sufficient conditions for any interesting metaphysical relation, we can draw some useful 

guidelines from our pre-theoretical understanding. We recognize paradigmatic 

relationships with friends, family, colleagues, and business partners. Conversely, we 

recognize that we are not in a relationship with the tallest man in Cincinnati (whomever 

that may be), or the citizens of a nation we cannot pick out on a map, or the parade of 

strangers walking by our window. Of course, we stand in some relation to these 

individuals (indeed, we stand in a variety of interesting relations to them), but we are not 

in a relationship with them.  

One plausible way of identifying a relationship is as the state of affairs that obtains 

when the well-being of individuals becomes entangled. We are the type of social 

organism for which what is non-instrumentally ‘good for us’ depends crucially on what is 
                                                
44 For our purposes, we can also safely shelve the metaphysical debate about whether role ethical theories 
are committed to the denial of goodness simpliciter, some general account of goodness that cuts across all 
the different kinds of things that can be good (such as net pleasure for utilitarians). An opposing view made 
popular by Peter Geach (1960) is that ‘good’ always involves a general kind, such that ‘X is good’ always 
means ‘X is good qua K’ – a good knife, a good knish, or a good day to quit heroin. Since what it is to be a 
good K varies from one kind to another, the idea is that it is a mistake to speak of goodness simpliciter. 
Presumably, this is a central assumption in the Role Ethics tradition: X is a good friend, a good citizen, a 
good wizard, or a good manager, where the relevant conception of goodness depends on the kind of role X 
inhabits.44 For our purposes, we can put this debate aside. Even those who insist on a conception of 
goodness simpliciter (usually utilitarians) may have moral reason to publicly endorse theories in which 
goodness is conceived as goodness of a kind. If the psychological influence of social relationships on moral 
reasoning is as inescapable as the emerging evidence suggests, then the agent-level normative theory with 
the best consequences is likely to be a normative theory on which what is good depends on the type of 
instantiated relationship. The point is that traditions on both sides of this metaphysical debate might 
havegood reason to endorse (either directly or derivatively) a conception of goodness as goodness of a 
kind.  
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non-instrumentally good for our consociates.  Arguably, we are moral creatures because 

our well-being becomes entangled in this way. These entanglements constitute the social 

glue or binding agent that tethers individuals in relationships. When the well-being of 

agents become tethered, what is non-instrumentally good for one individual becomes 

non-instrumentally good for the consociate.45 This entanglement explains the so-called 

‘normative force’ of our role-duties; once tethered, the interests of our consociates 

effectively pull on us morally. The result is an obligation to promote the well-being of the 

tethered consociate (we will have much more to say about the specific nature of these 

various obligations in future sections).    

The notion of entanglement employed here is a familiar one, similar to the way a fly 

becomes entangled in a spider’s web. When entangled, a change in the fly’s movements 

promotes a change in the web's movements, and a change in the web's movements 

promotes a change in the fly's movements. Entanglement, in the familiar sense, is a 

bidirectional relationship in which a change in A facilitates a change in B and a change in 

B facilitates a change in A.  Importantly, a fly is not entangled with a web merely 

because it could land on the web, nor does it become entangled merely by landing on it. 

An entanglement requires a sufficiently strong bi-directional interaction. As the fly 

struggles to get free, it may become increasingly entangled in the web.46 And so there is a 

familiar and intuitive sense in which entanglements come in varying strengths that 

                                                
45 To be clear, this does not mean that the same things that are good for one individual are good for the 
tethered consociate. For example, if I have the antidote to your disease, the antidote is good for you, not 
good for me, but you getting the antidote is good for me. 
 
46 What it is for something to be more or less poised is a very difficult problem in the metaphysics of 
causation that we need not solve here. 
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depend, at least in some cases, on how well-poised the tethered entities are to impact each 

other.47  

When interests are the entangled entities, the result is an interdependency between the 

relata. For A to be morally entangled with B, a change in the interests of A must 

facilitate a change in the interests of B, and a change in the interests of B must facilitate a 

change in the interests of A. A moral entanglement is a sufficiently strong 

interdependency between the interests of relata.48 The strength of the entanglement 

(and thus the strength of a role-duty)49 is determined by the degree of interdependency, 

which is the extent to which individuals are poised to impact each other’s well-being. If 

you point a loaded gun at my head, you are more poised to impact my well-being than if 

you had pointed a banana. If you actually intend to shoot, you further increase the 

influence you wield with regard to my well-being.50 When this interdependency reaches a 

critical threshold, our interests can become entangled.  For example, when a lost and 

distraught child approaches me in the store, I get thrust into a new relationship with a 

particular set of obligations (namely, I have to help find her parents or take her to 

someone who can). The crucial idea is that it matters morally that the child approached 

me, and not the shoppers two aisles over. Even if those shoppers overhear us, the moral 

burden is largely mine, not theirs.51
 It is not my proximity to the child that matters, per se; 

                                                
47 They may be better poised to impact one another because there are more points of contact, or because the 
point of contact is more secure, or more direct, so there are many familiar ways in which tethered entities 
can strengthen their entanglement as they increase the impact they wield on one another. 
 
48 I am inclined to the view that entanglements are causal relationships. However, the metaphysics of 
causation is a notoriously contentious subject, so the Role Ethicist can leave open the possibility that 
entanglement relations are non-causal (perhaps they are constitutive relations instead). 
 
49 See Section 5.2. 
 
50 Forming the intention to harm or benefit an individual is one common way of becoming more poised to 
impact the consociate’s interests. 
 
51 They might have to help if it is clear that I cannot, but in that case, they are better poised than me with 
regard to the child's interests. 
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rather, my particular duties to the child emerge because I am particularly well-poised 

with regard to her interests.52  

Of course, not every interaction between individuals will produce an entanglement, 

because not every interaction involves a sufficiently strong interdependency between the 

interests of consociates.53 In fact, in some cases, our interests are not even particularly 

salient in an interaction. It is possible, for example, that we pass each other on the street 

as strangers without our interests ever becoming meaningfully engaged. But they can 

become engaged when the pursuit of our interests involves impacting the interests of our 

consociates. Because the expression of our autonomy is an interest we all share, our 

interests can become engaged when acting on my intentions involves the 

promotion/impairment of a consociate’s interests. Of course, not every intention is an 

expression of one’s autonomy, but many are, and so this is one familiar way of 

contributing to an entanglement.  

But while relationships come cheaply in Role Ethics, we are not entangled with every 

individual whose interests we are poised to impact. Just as the fly is not entangled with a 

web merely because it could land on it or merely by landing on it, similarly I am not 

meaningfully entangled with the interests of the tallest man in Cincinnati, for example, 

despite the fact that I could hunt him down and murder him.  The mere fact that I am 

causally positioned to do him harm does not yet produce an entanglement. But as I learn 

his whereabouts, purchase a gun, and begin considering his demise, I significantly alter 

my position with regard to his interests.  By the time I aim a loaded gun at his head with 

                                                                                                                                            
 
52 Naturally, we should expect a healthy degree of vagueness at the boundaries of relationships, as we 
would expect with any interesting metaphysical relation.  
 
53 Again, relationships are not the only source of moral obligations; they are just one significant source. For 
example, it is plausible that we all incur a general duty of non-maleficence. 
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an intention to fire, his interests have almost certainly become sufficiently entangled with 

mine.54 

When the interests of consociates become entangled, we incur a relationship-based 

duty to promote the consociate’s well-being. Typically, this entanglement happens via an 

empathetic response that creates a link between the interests of the consociates. An 

empathetic response ensures that the interests of our consociate promote a change in our 

interests. When you torture my friend, it is torture to me. Indeed, for most humans, the 

torture of a complete stranger is a torture to bear. In fact, there is some empirical 

evidence that humans neurally represent harms to our consociates as harms to the self 

(Beckes et al 2013), and so there may be a genuine causal sense in which our interests get 

fused.  If I am a normally functioning human being, the distraught child that approaches 

me at the store will provoke an empathetic response. We will, as we sometimes say, make 

a connection. This connection between our interests facilitates an entanglement that 

determines a duty.55 So it is a sufficient condition for an entanglement that the relata care 

about each other.  Humans with standard psychological profiles generally cannot resist 

empathizing with their consociates, particularly when they come to recognize the impact 

they wield with regard to an individual’s welfare.56 It is true that we can train this 

tendency out of individuals (as perhaps happens with child soldiers), but that requires 

damaging a core feature of a human’s moral capacities.  
                                                
54 Forming the intention to harm or benefit an individual is one way of becoming more poised to impact the 
consociate’s interests. 
 
55 We will have much more to say about the nature of these particular duties in the sections below. 
 
56 Since empathy is a moral emotion that arises in response to the interests of others, an empathetic 
response requires being minimally acquainted with the consociate’s interests. For the most part, individuals 
cannot empathize with ‘humanity’ or ‘the tallest man in Cincinnati’ since we are not sufficiently acquainted 
with the relevant interests.  But there is no reason to insist that this is impossible. It is plausible that some 
individuals have stronger empathetic capacities than others, and thus may be able to create entanglements 
with individuals far away or collectives large in size. But again, these entanglements will be relatively 
weak, since most individuals are not well-positioned to impact the well-being of humanity or the tallest 
man in Cincinnati. We will have more to say about the implications of these entanglements for a ‘role 
theory of right action’ in Section 6.  
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So while the standard case of entanglement involves an empathetic response from one 

or more of the relata, it is not a necessary condition. Any sufficiently strong 

interdependency between interests constitutes an entanglement. For example, conjoined 

twins have an interdependency that exists independently of any empathetic response.  So 

an empathetic response can contribute to an entanglement, but it can (and often does) 

serve as an intensifier of an existing entanglement. The psychopath who lacks any 

empathetic capacity can still become entangled with the interests of consociates, and thus 

can incur the relevant duties. Nonetheless, having damaged empathetic capacities will 

likely limit the number and the strength of the psychopath’s moral obligations, an 

implication that seems to accord with our assessments of these damaged individuals. 

Some moral entanglements will emerge from biological facts; for example, a child is 

typically born entangled with the well-being of its parents. Others are the result of the 

choices we make that alter our position with regard to the interests of others (as in the 

loaded gun example). Of course, individuals may be unaware or mistaken about the 

existence of entanglements.57 For example, a pregnant woman may become entangled 

with her child’s well-being even before she is aware of being pregnant. Moreover, we 

know from the experience of soldiers in war that harming others can have a surprisingly 

large impact on our well-being that may not be obvious in the context. And given the 

significant psychological rewards of pro-sociality, we may frequently underestimate the 

extent to which the well-being of our consociates is entangled with our own.  

Ultimately, relationships come relatively cheaply in Role Ethics. We are frequently 

entering and exiting relationships as entanglements are created and dissolve. When I 

return the lost child to her parents, the entanglement largely dissolves along with our 

relationship. Of course, some of our relationships change over time rather than dissolve. 

We may start as friends and later become lovers, and Role Ethics predicts that changes to 

                                                
57 A lack of knowledge can be sufficient for deferring blame. 
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a persisting relationship will facilitate changes in the duties appropriate to the 

interactions. This transformation process will become clearer in the following section 

when we identify the four permissible ways of structuring a relationship. So while it may 

be difficult to pinpoint precisely when a relationship has been entered, exited or 

transformed, that is not a major problem for Role Ethics. We typically have a very good 

idea of who we are in persisting relationships with, and since these relationships are 

likely to include those with whom we are most strongly entangled, these relationships 

will be the source of our strongest obligations (as discussed below). 

5.2 THE STRENGTH OF A ROLE-DUTY IS DETERMINED BY THE STRENGTH OF THE 
ENTANGLEMENT 

The strength of a role duty is determined by the strength of the entanglement. The 

stronger the entanglement between the interests of the relata, the stronger the relative 

strength of the role-duties they have to each other. The strength of an entanglement is 

determined by the degree of interdependency between the relata. If I am standing at your 

bedside with the only antidote to your disease, your well-being is more strongly 

entangled with mine than with my colleague who only brought cough drops.58 If I am one 

of many people who have the antidote to your disease, the degree of dependency will 

vary with regard to our position in regard to your interests (e.g., proximity to you, 

capacity to administer the antidote, knowledge of your existence, etc.). Similarly, the 

well-being of children is more strongly entangled with their parents than with strangers, 

given contingent facts about our biology and human social institutions.  

Stronger empathetic responses can also contribute to higher degrees of 

interdependencies.  The deeper our relationship with a consociate, the more entangled our 

                                                

58 Similarly, we can accurately say that the outcome of the Chicago Bulls games was more dependent on 
Michael Jordan than on the other starters, even though there is a reasonable sense in which all players were 
similarly situated to affect the outcome. Contingent causal facts about Jordan's capacities, the coach’s plan, 
and the players’ expectations put him in a stronger causal position with regard to the game’s outcome.  
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interests become. So as the well-being of spouses becomes increasingly entangled as they 

grow old together, so, too, does the relative strength of the obligations that they have to 

one another. This recognizable feature of deep human relationships is explained by Role 

Ethics, but is not available to mainstream (impartial) normative traditions (e.g., 

Utilitarianism and Kantian ethics). In very deep relationships where we perceive the 

consociate’s interests as largely coextensive with our own, there will be a very strong 

entanglement. However, there is an upper bound to how tightly entangled consociates can 

become. The interests of our consociates can get tethered to ours, but they do not 

typically meld with ours. Your happiness may be an important condition for my 

happiness, but your hunger is unlikely to become a condition for my hunger. The point is 

that having a strong empathetic connection with an individual will not always outweigh 

the strength of an entanglement with a stranger. Still, the degree of entanglement that 

bind families, spouses, friends, and citizens will generally be stronger than those that bind 

us to the strangers we encounter. Moreover, our entanglement with large collectives will 

often be relatively weak because the degree of interdependency is low.  Most of us are 

simply not in a position to significantly impact the well-being of collectives. Of course, 

this may not apply to politicians and coaches, for example, since they do often wield 

significant influence on a collective’s well-being. Moreover, a powerful collective like 

the United States often wields significant influence on the welfare of foreign collectives, 

and so as we will see in Section 7.1, our duties to entities outside our immediate social 

sphere do not disappear in Role Ethics, though they may be incumbent on the collectives 

we make up rather than on individual agents.  

5.3. INDIVIDUATING MORAL ROLES  

We have seen that moral roles emerge from persisting social relationships between 

entangled individuals, but this leaves open how we are to identify and individuate the 

various roles. When we consider all the various social roles in modern society – from 

doctor to dominatrix – there appears to be a vast and seemingly ad hoc array of distinct 

roles governed by distinct modes of interaction. The aim of this section is to propose a 
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way of greatly simplifying the terrain. Moral roles can be individuated by three jointly 

essential properties.  

(1)  The scope of moral consideration (i.e., the relata) 

(2)  The relevant good(s) in the sphere of activity 

(3) The mode of interaction appropriate to the relationship type (the obligatory way of distributing or 

pursuing the relevant good(s) in the sphere of activity). 

Firstly, each moral role specifies a scope of moral consideration, the individual(s) or 

collective(s) to whom the duties are directed. For example, parents have role-duties 

whose scope of moral consideration includes their children; children have role-duties 

whose scope of moral consideration includes their parents; and friends and spouses have 

role-duties to each other. Individuals can also have role-duties whose scope of moral 

consideration includes a collective. For example, coaches have role-duties to teams, and 

citizens have role-duties to the polis. Finally, collectives can also have role-duties of their 

own. For example, Congress has role-duties to U.S. citizens, and nations have role-duties 

to each other.  

 Secondly, roles are individuated by the relevant good(s) in the sphere of activity. For 

example, a doctor inhabits a role whose scope of moral consideration includes her 

patients, and where the relevant good in the sphere of activity involves health.59 A parent 

inhabits a role whose scope of moral consideration includes his/her children, and where 

the relevant good across all spheres of activity involves the children’s well-being.  

Thirdly, roles are individuated by the mode of interaction appropriate to the 

relationship type, the permissible way of pursuing or distributing the relevant good(s) in 

the sphere of activity among the individuals included in the scope of moral consideration. 

For example, parents are typically permitted to adopt a hierarchical mode of interaction 
                                                
59 Of course, individuals inhabit many concurrent roles, so health is not the only relevant good in the 
interaction between a doctor and a patient.  



 55 

with their children that would be inappropriate in the context of a friendship, while 

friends are typically permitted to adopt an egalitarian mode of interaction that would be 

inappropriate in the context of a parent-child interaction. A central premise of Role 

Ethics, the premise inspired by human moral psychology, is that there are only four 

permissible modes of interaction, four coordination schemas for regulating a social 

relationship.  

This is the premise modeled on the functioning of moral psychology. Recall that 

Relationship Regulation Theory (Rai and Fiske 2011) describes how humans mentally 

organize their social relationships into four categories: (1) a hierarchical relationship 

between superiors and subordinates (e.g., parent/child, coach/player, mentor/mentee, 

officer/soldier), or (2) an egalitarian relationship between social equals (e.g., friends, 

reciprocators, turn-takers, voters), or (3) a communal relationship between members 

bound together in a tight-knit collective (e.g., military platoons, teammates, lovers), or (4) 

a transactional relationship between individuals engaged in a transaction of perceived 

goods (e.g., buyer/seller, employer/employee, lawyer/client). While different cultures 

have different norms governing when each of these relationships is instantiated, all 

cultures utilize these same four categories of relationships, and they all bring to bear the 

same general expectations for the mode of interaction appropriate to each one. The four 

modes of interaction – hierarchy, equality, unity, and proportionality – constitute the four 

fundamental role duties of Role Ethics. The following role-duties specify the way goods 

are to be distributed or pursued within the context of the associated relationship type.  

1. Hierarchy: a duty to distribute/pursue goods in accordance with relative social status 

2. Equality: a duty to maintain parity between social equals in the distribution/pursuit of goods 

3. Unity: a duty to distribute/pursue goods communally (i.e., by minimizing the distinctions 

between in-group members)  

4. Proportionality: a duty to distribute/pursue transacted goods in accordance with desert, 

broadly construed 
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Role Ethics countenances a plurality of goods, but just four permissible 

coordination schemas governing their distribution or pursuit that depend on the type of 

relationship instantiated between the consociates. All of the role-duties aim at promoting 

the well-being of the entangled consociate, but different relationships require different 

promotion strategies. Moral communities have some flexibility in how they assign 

individuals to social-relational categories, and thus what mode of interaction is 

appropriate in those contexts. For example, in modern western cultures, we typically 

structure the parent/child role in accordance with the duty of hierarchy, the friendship 

role in accordance with equality, economic roles in accordance with proportionality, the 

role of citizen in accordance with equality, and the role of spouse in accordance with 

unity. Not all cultures structure the social landscape in the same way. For example, in 

some traditional cultures, being an elder bestows social status in political contexts 

involving the citizen role. But as will become clearer later, there are natural limits to the 

moral pluralism permitted by Role Ethics. For example, societies do not generally 

structure the parent-child relationship with toddlers as the superiors, because there is no 

reasonable basis for positing that asymmetry in the relevant sphere of activity (see 

Section 6.2). In any case, once individuals have been acculturated into a moral 

community, the role-duties function as effective mechanisms for encouraging individuals 

to converge on a coordination outcome. Cars at a broken streetlight converge on turn-

taking (equality); soldiers defer to their superior officers (hierarchy); jurors converge on a 

proportional punishment (proportionality); lovers order one dessert and share it 

indiscriminately (unity). 

Let us take stock. A moral role is a persisting relationship between entangled 

individuals, structured around a relevant good in the sphere of activity, which is to be 

pursued or distributed in accordance with one of four fundamental role-duties (equality, 
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hierarchy, unity, or proportionality).60 For example, a pediatrician is a role whose scope 

of moral consideration includes the patient, and where the relevant good involves the 

child’s health, which in our culture is to be pursued in accordance with the duty of 

hierarchy (a custodial duty). Similarly, a friendship is a role whose scope of moral 

consideration includes the other consociate, and where the relevant good involves 

happiness, which is to be pursued or distributed in accordance with equality. Friends 

typically pursue this coordination strategy by attempting to maintain an equal distribution 

of perceived goods (e.g., parity in conversation, parity in the distribution of favors, and 

parity with respect to the benefits they bring to the relationship as a whole). Of course, 

individuals inhabit many overlapping roles concurrently. My attorney may also be a 

family friend, for example. But when we enter into the sphere of activity where legal 

counsel is the most salient good, we incur the duties appropriate to the associated role 

(proportionality, in our culture). If, after the appointment, we go out to a pub together, the 

duties of friendship will require a distinct mode of interaction (equality). 

6. A ROLE THEORY OF RIGHT ACTION 

  In this section, we turn our attention to identifying a ‘role theory of right action,’ a 

set of principles that identifies the permissible or obligatory course of action in any case 

of moral decision-making. In Role Ethics, the right action is the one that best accords 

with all of one’s role-duties. This notion of ‘accordance’ is crucial here. To avoid 

confusion, let us distinguish the role-duties (equality, hierarchy, unity, proportionality) 

from the set of obligatory actions that they determine. Plainly, the role-duties do not 

specify which precise action is required in a context. For example, the duty of 

proportionality requires that professors distribute grades in accordance with merit, but it 

                                                
60 This definition shares some essential features with the one offered by Hardimon (1994) of a role 
obligation as "a moral requirement, which attaches to an institutional role, whose content is fixed by the 
function of the role, and whose normative force flows from the role" (334). 
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does not specify which grade a student should receive. Nonetheless, acting in accordance 

with a role-duty significantly restricts the space of possibilities. Professors fail to act in 

accordance with the duty of proportionality when they grade students’ papers using the 

‘stair test’61 or when individuals get dissimilar marks for similar quality of work, or when 

a seller artificially inflates the price of a good. Similarly, we typically fail to act in 

accordance with equality when one friend does the majority of the favors, or when certain 

groups’ votes are not counted or are weighed more heavily than others. A teammate fails 

to act in accordance with the duty of unity if she aims to enhance her statistics at the 

expense of the team, or when a soldier deserts her platoon in a crisis. Parents fail to act in 

accordance with hierarchy when they systematically neglect their children or when a 

coach bets against her team. So while there are many ways of distributing or pursuing 

goods in accordance with a fundamental role-duty, they nonetheless dictate a fairly 

specific structure to the way goods can be pursued/distributed across multiple interactions 

with individuals.62 Therefore, the violation of a role-duty typically happens over the 

course of many interactions. We do not fail to be a good friend for not reciprocating on 

some specific occasion. We violate the role-duty of equality when an asymmetry in the 

distribution or pursuit of goods characterizes the state of affairs in the relationship as a 

whole, and so we should fully expect some vagueness at the boundaries of a role-duty 

violation. 

                                                
61 The “stair test” refers to a non-recommended form of assigning grades in which the instructor throws all 
the exams down some stairs and then correlates the grades with the distance the exam traveled. 

62 Each of the four fundamental role duties determine a set of permissible actions that conduce to the well-
being of the consociate. An action can be supererogatory when it promotes the well-being of the consociate 
more than what is required of the relevant role duty. For example, friends are typically required to maintain 
parity in the distribution of favors, but it is supererogatory to contribute 51%. One virtue of Role Ethics is 
that it explains how supererogatory actions sometimes transform into moral violations. Notice that doing 
51% of the favors is supererogatory, but doing 90% of the favors can be a violation. At 90%, your friend 
may insist that you are not no longer treating her ‘like a friend.’ As the distribution or pursuit of goods 
begins to manifest the structure of a different relationship category, a previously meritorious action can 
quickly turn problematic. Similarly, a wealthy individual might be meritorious for not charging an 
individual for some inexpensive good, but this type of action can become a moral violation as the cost of 
the item increases. The receiver might rightly complain that he is being treated as a ‘charity case’ and not a 
genuine transactor.  
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In most cases, our various role-duties do not come into serious conflict, and so the 

demand to act in accordance with all of our role duties is not as high of a bar as it may 

first appear. For example, we do not fail to perform our role-duties as parents when we 

are fulfilling our professional role-obligations. To be in genuine conflict, a role-duty must 

require an action or, more likely, a set of actions whose performance would constitute a 

violation of another role-duty. Because role duties are typically violated over the course 

of many interactions, this scenario is relatively rare.63 When role-duties conflict, either 

because certain obligations exclude the fulfillment of others duties, or resources limit the 

duties that can be fulfilled, Role Ethics requires that individuals favor the strongest role-

duty.64 And again, the strength of the role duty is determined by the strength of the 

entanglement.65 

                                                

63 Consider a case in which Linda has two friends in different parts of town who require her help moving 
on the same day. The friendship role requires Linda to maintain parity in the distribution of favors, but it 
does not specify which favor has to be fulfilled in any given context. In most cases, Linda can permissibly 
trade one favor for another of similar magnitude. But let us imagine a strange case in which the only way 
Linda can maintain parity with her friends is by fulfilling this particular favor. Since the right action is one 
that accords with all Linda’s role-duties, Linda is obliged to help both friends. If this outcome is not 
possible, Linda has reason to favor the role-duty to the individual with whom she is more tightly entangled. 
This is likely to be with her ‘closest’ friend. 

64 To reiterate, the view is not that relationships are the only source of moral obligations; they are just one 
significant source. 
 
65 One plausible version of Role Ethics has it that individuals inhabit a distinct relationship with their future 
selves. The natural role duty appropriate to such a tight-knit relationship is the duty of unity. Of course, the 
entanglement with our future selves will be very strong, given the unique position we stand with regard to 
our future interests. But the relative strength of this entanglement does not allow self-interest to run wild. 
Recall that the ‘role theory of right action’ requires acting in accordance with all of our role duties.  Only in 
cases where duties to the self are in irrevocable conflict with other-directed duties that the theory will 
permit us to favor our selves. Given the fact of diminishing marginal utility, these situations will be rare.  
But if my life depends on taking the life of my consociate, and vice versa, we are both permitted to favor 
ourselves. 
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6.1 TESTING STANDARD CASES 

Let us see how Role Ethics responds to some familiar cases in normative ethics. 

We begin with the standard trolley problem where an agent can save five lives by pulling 

a lever that will cause a runaway trolley to switch tracks and kill one person rather than 

five (Thomson 1976). In the most abstract version of the case, where the individuals are 

essentially moral placeholders, we can assume that the strength of the entanglement with 

five individuals will be stronger than the entanglement with one, as there are five sets of 

interests pulling on us, rather than just one. Role Ethics dictates that we ought to favor the 

role-duties to the individuals/collectives with whom we are more tightly entangled, and 

so it returns the plausible solution that we ought to favor the role-duties to the larger 

group. 

Now consider a trolley case in which one of the track-dwellers is your spouse, and 

pulling the lever will save him/her at the expense of one stranger. Since individuals are 

typically more tightly entangled with their spouse’s interests, our spouse’s interests will 

pull on us harder than those same interests in the stranger.66 Utilitarians can try to jerry-

rig this outcome, but they cannot countenance the idea that our spouse’s interests count 

more. They can only propose that a world in which we do favor our spouses’ interests is 

one that best considers everyone’s interests equally (see Williams 1973 for a famous 

discussion of this problem). 

 Recall that there is an upper limit to the strength of an entanglement. Although 

the interests of our close consociates pull on us harder than strangers, they do not pull on 

us with unlimited strength. As the number of strangers is increased on the trolley tracks, 

the strength of my entanglement to this group increases, and this entanglement will 
                                                

66 To be clear, Role Ethics does not suggest that we ought to favor our close consociates whenever we are 
in a position to benefit them. Role Ethics requires acting in accordance with all of our role-duties, and so 
the neglect of certain individuals’ interests will only be permissible when our role-duties are in irrevocable 
conflict (as they are the trolley case). 
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ultimately be stronger than any entanglement I can have with my wife. It is true that it 

will be difficult to pinpoint precisely when the strength of these entanglements crosses 

this threshold, but there is no reason to insist that the measure of a good normative theory 

is its ability to resolve these relatively artificial and highly complex trade-offs (see 

Section 7.3 for a further discussion). Nonetheless, it should be clear that Role Ethics 

accords with many of the widely-accepted solutions to standard cases. It predicts, for 

example, that it is impermissible to late-term abort a child to take a ski trip (Thomson 

1971), and that Kant should lie to the murderer at the door (Kant 1797, Korsgaard 1986), 

and that Bernard Williams should save his wife over the stranger without a second 

thought (1973).67 

6.2 ROLE ETHICS AND ROLE-CONSEQUENTIALISM 

If Consequentialism is the view that consequences are the only determinants of 

right action, then Role Ethics cannot be a variant of that view, for it is not just 

consequences that matter morally, but also which relationships we inhabit and what type 

of relationships they are. Moreover, in Role Ethics, the right action will not always have 

the best consequences. For example, being a good graduate student may require deferring 

to one’s dissertation advisor even when slightly better consequences would accrue from 

pursuing a less deferential outcome. Now perhaps there is a version of indirect 

consequentialism, call it ‘role consequentialism,’ on which good consequences are indeed 

maximized if we successfully satisfy the demands of our social roles.68 Perhaps we 

discover (not implausibly, I think) that the unconscious influence of social relationships 

                                                
67 Very briefly, in the first case, I would argue that the abortion would violate the duty of hierarchy; in the 
second case, the strength of the entanglement is stronger to those hiding than to the murderer; in the third 
case, the entanglement with the wife will typically be stronger than with the stranger.  

68 David Sosa (1993) has argued that consequentialism can countenance a degree of agent-relativity. The 
argument turns on the observation that certain actions having been performed by a particular agent adds 
unique value to the action and therefore reliably adds goodness. This claim gives consequentialism the 
tools to accommodate moral roles as permanent features of the moral landscape.  
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is so great, that utility would indeed be maximized by publicly endorsing a moral theory 

in which agents are obligated to satisfy the duties of the relationships that they inhabit. 

Similar ideas have been floated by utilitarians in the past (Railton 1984).  

However, it should be noted that role-consequentialism would be vulnerable to 

the same general critique levied at other forms of indirect consequentialism. For example, 

many are convinced that rule-utilitarianism ultimately collapses into act-utilitarianism 

because of familiar cases in which utility can be maximized by breaking the optimal rule. 

The thought is that if we hold fast to the rules in such cases, we move away from the 

grounding motivation of utilitarianism toward a deontic tradition in which morality is 

grounded in the integrity of a rule. Some have suggested that this problem afflicts all 

forms of indirect consequentialism, but those who resist that conclusion are invited to 

view Role Ethics as the ‘agent-level’ normative theory that is determined by a more 

fundamental normative theory grounded in consequences. Role-consequentialism will 

entail duties that are nearly indistinguishable from the ones entailed by Role Ethics 

proper, but the grounding relation will not make essential reference to relationships.  

6.3 RESTRICTIONS ON MORAL PLURALISM 

Role Ethics is pluralistic in that it identifies four permissible ways of 

pursuing/distributing goods in an enduring relationship. But while the theory allows for a 

healthy degree of pluralism, this pluralism is restricted significantly by three factors. We 

turn to each below. 

Firstly, the role-duties have their own rational basis.69 For example, the duty of 

proportionality is only permissible in interactions that genuinely involve a transaction of 

goods. I cannot leave money in place of your iPhone when you leave for the bathroom if 

you had no intention of selling it to me, even if I successfully act in accordance with the 

                                                
69 I am employing a standard Weberian conception of rationality here. 
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duty of proportionality by leaving an amount commensurate with its value. Although 

Role Ethics allows that facts about what constitutes a ‘genuine transaction’ will be 

partially culturally determined, these facts are not completely culturally determined. For 

example, an essential feature of a transaction is that the relevant individuals exchange 

goods voluntarily. So while cultures can determine many norms about what constitutes a 

transactional relationship, they cannot, for example, reasonably determine norms on 

which transactions are involuntary. 

 Similarly, the duty of hierarchy is only appropriate in relationships that genuinely 

involve an asymmetry in the capacities relevant to the sphere of activity. The reason that 

parents are permitted to adopt the duty of hierarchy with their children is because there is, 

in fact, a genuine asymmetry with regard to their capacities in the relevant sphere of 

activity. In fact, when this imbalance turns in favor of the offspring (as the parents 

become elderly), the individuals are obliged to swap positions within the hierarchical 

structure. Similarly, the senior physician is permitted to adopt a hierarchical relationship 

with the first-year Residents in virtue of a genuine asymmetry in their capacities with 

regard to the relevant sphere of activity.  

Importantly then, a status difference in a culture that is predicated on nonexistent or 

imagined differences with regard to the sphere of activity is just a mistake, and cannot 

form the legitimate basis of a hierarchical relationship. For example, a culturally-

determined difference in status between men and women or between different races that 

are predicated on mistaken assumptions about their differing capacities cannot form the 

legitimate basis of hierarchical relationship. Role Ethics does not assume that the 

institutions of social status in a given culture are the correct ones.  

The second constraint on pluralism involves the internal consistency demanded of the 

role-duties. If a role-duty is appropriate to a particular relationship, it will remain 

appropriate to that relationship until that relationship dissolves or transforms. If we are 

obliged to act in accordance with the duty of equality while having beers on Monday, we 
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are also (all else remaining equal) obliged to act in accordance with that duty while 

having beers on Tuesday. The same (or relevantly similar) social-relational contexts 

demand similar modes of interaction.  

The third constraint on pluralism follows from the theory’s demand to act in 

accordance with all of one’s role duties. In some cases, it may be very difficult to 

pinpoint the precise action that satisfies this requirement. Even when we are acting in 

good faith, we may select an action that accords with the strongest role-duty, but does so 

in a way that unnecessarily excludes acting in accordance with weaker ones. We may, for 

example, mistakenly help one friend move at the expense of another friend because we 

were unaware of a strategy that would allow for helping them both. We do not generally 

hold individuals or collectives blameworthy for failing to harmonize their role-duties in 

this way, so long as error is minimal. But this harmony ideal constitutes another 

restriction on the scope of the theory’s pluralism.  

7. OBJECTIONS TO ROLE ETHICS 

The crucial question is whether contemporary Role Ethics has the resources to 

avoid the traditional objections that its principles are prejudicial, relativistic, and 

pragmatically inert. We turn to these charges below.  

7.1 OBJECTION 1: ROLE ETHICS IS NON-IMPARTIAL 

  The most serious objection to Role Ethics targets the negative side of special 

consideration. Roles confer specific duties on specific agents, and thus typically exclude 

some agents from moral consideration. Moreover, some roles, such as parent, confer 

duties to give disproportionate consideration to certain individuals over others. 

Importantly then, Role Ethics opposes a central tenet of post-Enlightenment normative 
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theory on which the principles of morality are impartially benevolent.70 Impartial 

benevolence is perhaps best described as the duty to consider all agents equally (Dworkin 

1977), which is not to be confused with the duty to treat all individuals equivalently.71 

For example, a paradigmatically impartial moral theory like utilitarianism counts one 

‘util’ from each agent as identical to one ‘util’ from any other agent, and thus considers 

all agents equally in the moral calculus. But this equal consideration is consistent with 

unequal treatment, as when the utility calculus requires saving the Archbishop over the 

chambermaid in a fire (Godwin 1793). 

Although the impartiality of mainstream normative theory is often seen as one of 

its virtues, philosophers have long noted that these traditions incur the cost of denying a 

feature of moral common sense on which it is sometimes permissible, or even obligatory, 

to give special consideration to one’s friends, family, and nation. Impartial traditions 

generally attempt to rescue this aspect of common sense by appealing to a distinction 

between first-order and second-order duties. So while utilitarianism entails the second-

order impartial duty to consider all agents as equals, this duty can derivatively permit 

first-order partiality. It is permissible to give special consideration to one’s children, for 

example, so long as doing so maximizes overall utility, which is to say, so long as it is 

consistent with the impartiality required of the second-order duty. Similarly, in the 

Kantian tradition, giving special consideration to one’s children is permissible so long as 

one’s maxim in so acting was one that all could freely will. So while nearly all 

mainstream normative traditions make room for some form of first-order partiality, the 

relevant duties are generally thought to be derivative on higher-order impartial principles, 
                                                
70 Theoretically, one could have an unusual form of Role Ethics in which all the various roles confer duties 
to apportion or pursue perceived goods in a way that equally considers all moral agents. Nonetheless, most 
forms of Role Ethics are explicitly non-impartial. 

71 We might add that impartial benevolence is the duty to benevolently consider all agents equally, as there 
is no duty of impartial malevolence. 
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rather than emerging directly from facts about the relationships themselves, as they do in 

Role Ethics proper.72  

The point is that the objectionable component of partiality is not that it permits 

giving special consideration to one’s friends, family and community, for that is precisely 

the form of partiality that universalist traditions generally attempt to accommodate. The 

objectionable feature of partiality is rather that these forms of special consideration often 

rise to the level of moral prejudice. Special consideration for oneself becomes 

selfishness; special consideration for one’s family becomes nepotism; special 

consideration for one’s community becomes tribalism or jingoism. The relevant 

challenge to Role Ethics then is whether it has resources for blocking these pernicious 

forms of special consideration. I will argue that it does. In most cases where special 

consideration rises to the level of moral prejudice, the individuals or collectives will have 

failed to satisfy the strongest role-duty, or will have failed to act in accordance with all of 

their role-duties.  

We can begin by setting aside the concern about selfishness; the role-duties just 

are the constraints on self-interest that emerge in the context of relationships. Consider 

then a typical case of nepotism. Specifically, consider Larry, a government official who 

funnels large construction contracts to his nephew’s company, a fraudulent scheme that 

passes along additional costs to his employer. Firstly, we should already note that Larry’s 

actions are likely to be in conflict with the role-duties that he has to his employer. We can 

assume that Larry voluntarily entered a transactional relationship with his employer 

where they agreed on a proportional exchange of salary/benefits to specific services 

rendered, a duty of proportionality that Larry fails to perform when he violates his 

                                                
72 Contrast this with other partialist traditions like ‘care ethics’ (Gilligan 1982, Noddings 1984) or 
Prichard’s intuitionism (1949), which ground moral duties in facts about the instantiated relationship. A 
paradigmatic partialist theory like care ethics traces our moral duties, not to external impartial principles, 
but typically to particular pro-social attitudes that bind individuals in social relationships.  
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contract with his employer. So for Larry’s fraudulent actions to come out permissible in 

Role Ethics, two highly implausible facts would have to obtain. Firstly, it would have to 

be the case that Larry’s actions were indeed consistent with his role-duty to his nephew. 

But this seems unlikely. Let us assume that the relevant role-duty in this custodial 

relationship is the duty of hierarchy. To the extent that Larry knowingly pursues a course 

of action that puts his nephew at risk of harm (as a potential prison sentence would do), 

he fails to act in accordance with that custodial obligation. Secondly, since Larry is 

required to act in accordance with all of his role-duties, it would have to be the case that 

his role-duty to his nephew could only be fulfilled at the exclusion of his duties to the 

employer. This will rarely occur in practice, although we might imagine such a case. 

Perhaps Larry‘s nephew has been kidnapped and Larry has good reason to believe that 

the only way of ensuring his nephew’s survival is to arrange fraudulent contracts. Now 

Larry’s action would plausibly accord with the duty of hierarchy, and it would be the case 

(by stipulation) that the duty could only be fulfilled at the exclusion of his role-duties to 

the employer. In that scenario, Larry’s role-duty to his nephew does outweigh his other 

duties. But in such a case, I suspect we are more likely to call Larry’s actions heroic 

rather than nepotistic.  

Consider now the charge of tribalism. The worry is that if we only have duties to 

the individuals or collectives with whom we are related, it is permissible to ignore the 

plight of strangers in foreign lands whom we are not in any way acquainted. The first 

thing to point out is that individuals can and do enter relationships with individuals or 

collectives in foreign lands, and savvy NGO’s often explicitly aim to encourage the 

formation of such relationships. We are naturally empathetic creatures, and we can and 

often do form relationships with individuals or collective that we have only seen depicted 

or described.  

But let us put that aside for the moment. The other response to this objection 

draws attention to the role-duties of collectives. Nations form relationships with other 
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nations, and thus incur role-duties to foreign collectives. In many cases, the interests of 

those collectives will have a relatively high degree of intensity, and thus exert a relatively 

strong pull on their tethered consociates. And because wealthy nations wield an 

enormous amount of power and resources, there is no serious risk that the relevant duties 

will be in conflict with the duties to the home nation.73 Moreover, insofar as individuals 

have role-duties to their collectives, this role will (arguably) require a duty to select 

leaders who are disposed to act in accordance with their role-duties. Because all role-

duties aim at promoting the well-being of the consociate, the most reliable way of 

promoting a collective’s well-being is to ensure that its leaders are disposed to fulfill their 

role-duties. In effect, individual have a role-duty to ensure that their collectives act in 

accordance with their role-duties to other collectives. In contrast to utilitarianism, then, 

there is an important sense in which the suffering of strangers in foreign lands is not duty-

conferring on us as individuals, though it is duty-conferring on the collectives that we 

constitute. This strikes me as a much more accurate way of describing the immense moral 

burden of global poverty. 

7.2 OBJECTION 2: ROLE ETHICS IS RELATIVISTIC  

Because Role Ethics allows cultures to determine the relationships that exist in a 

community, the tradition is open to the objection that it countenances impermissible 

roles. If satisfying my duties involves acting in accordance with the social roles of my 

community, but one of the social roles in my community is the role of slave-owner, then 

the natural worry is that Role Ethics entails that I have duties to be a good slave-owner. 

One of the virtues of mainstream normative traditions is that they can rule out the 

permissibility of certain roles.  

                                                

73 Bear in mind, that there are four permissible role-duties that could be applied to foreign nations, and they 
do not all require the same level of resource distribution. 
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But so can Role Ethics. Importantly, some roles will fail to form or immediately 

dissolve because there is no permissible action that could sustain it. The role of torturer, 

for example, is unsustainable because all role duties conduce to the well-being of the 

consociate, and the role of torturer simply contravenes that aim.74 Arguably, the role of 

slave-owner is unsustainable for the same reason, since wholesale restrictions on 

individuals’ autonomy are almost never conducive to a human’s welfare.75 Notice that the 

duty of hierarchy is the only role-duty (of the four) that permits sustained asymmetries in 

the distribution/pursuit of goods.76 And we do sometimes permit individuals to inhabit a 

custodial relationship with adults who lack certain cognitive capacities that create 

genuine asymmetries across most spheres of activity. But this is a stewardship relation in 

which the restrictions on autonomy do conduce to the well-being of the consociate. So 

even if one could point to genuine differences in capacities in certain spheres of activity, 

acting in accordance with the duty of hierarchy will never be consistent with oppressive 

or exploitative treatment, since all the role duties aim at promoting the well-being of the 

entangled consociate. Moreover, hierarchical roles are fundamentally custodial in nature, 

and we fail to be a genuine custodian when we oppress and exploit a subordinate. Finally, 

recall that relationships dissolve when individuals fail to act in accordance with their role 

                                                
74 The fact that one can be a (morally) better torturer or a (morally) better slave-owner raises the same 
issue that is raised by the famous ‘gentle murderer paradox’ (Forrester 1984). But that is a problem shard 
by nearly all normative theories. 
 
75 The other thing to note is that the kidnapping of an innocent individual for the purpose of enslavement is 
itself an action that fails accord with any of the four fundamental role duties. So the acquisition of new 
slaves will itself be a violation. 

76 To be clear, the duty of proportionality can permit sustained asymmetries (e.g., boss/employee), but 
these relationships require the distribution of goods in accordance with merit/desert, and the whole idea of 
keeping slaves was to force the cost of labor well below what individuals merit. Moreover, in the case of 
chattel slavery, the duty of proportionality is not appropriate to the context, since the context does not 
involve a genuine transaction. Recall that one of the conditions of a genuine transaction is that individuals 
voluntarily exchange goods.  
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duties, so stewardship relations that became oppressive or exploitative would no longer 

require deference from the subordinate.77 

7.3 OBJECTION 3: ROLE ETHICS IS PRAGMATICALLY INERT 

The final objection to Role Ethics targets its practicability. Since the 

Enlightenment, the gold standard of a normative theory is set of principles that generate 

the right action in any  case of moral deliberation. Although normative ethicists have 

become increasingly disenchanted with the prospects of that project, it is still reasonable 

to demand that a normative theory meant to constitute a ‘moral ideal’ should offer 

practical guidance on the ethical challenges that characterize contemporary moral life.  

Given the possibility of conflicting, competing, and coexisting role-duties, Role Ethics 

view is open to the criticism that it fails to be sufficiently practicable. In part, this 

criticism reflects under-examined assumptions about what a practicable ethical theory 

would involve for creatures with our particular capacities and burdens, a topic addressed 

at length in Chapter 3 of this dissertation. In this section, I resist this characterization of 

Role Ethics more directly. 

I take it that Role Ethics can serve a practical function not unlike the one played 

by virtue ethics. Rosalind Hursthouse (1999) has actively promoted the idea that a careful 

reflection on the virtues can help in identifying a context-specific value that reliably 

motivates moral action. Similarly, I argue for the practical benefits of reflecting on the 

most salient role in the context. For example, when I am tempted to rush through 

students’ essays, it is helpful to recall that my role as instructor involves the duty of 

                                                
77 It is perhaps imaginable that a moral community could have institutions that so thoroughly restrict the 
social, economic, and political capacities of certain subgroups such that their well-being would, in fact, be 
promoted by a stewardship relation with another individual or collective. Notice that we have said nothing 
about the permissibility of ‘owning’ another human being. Stewardship relations merely permit restrictions 
on autonomy, such as when parents are permitted to ‘ground’ their child or restrict their freedoms insofar as 
such restrictions conduce to the child’s welfare.  In fact, it is plausible that being owned nearly always 
involves restrictions that are detrimental to well-being, and so insofar as slavery constitutes the ownership 
of another human being, it will always be an unsustainable role.   
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proportionality. And when I reflect on what is required to fulfill that role-duty, I cannot 

escape the conclusion that I must give the essays the time and attention required to 

identify their actual merits. Similarly, when we are tempted to be jealous of a spouse’s 

success, it is helpful to recall that the duty of unity requires pursuing goods as if a benefit 

to one is a benefit to all. When we are out with friends, it is prudent to pay attention to 

whether we are, in fact, maintaining parity in conversation, reciprocating favors, and 

dividing expenses. In most typical moral interactions, drawing attention to the most 

salient role-duty would arguably be more effective in motivating virtuous action than 

reflecting on maximizing consequences or universalizing maxims.  

Notice, as well, that Role Ethics has resources for criticizing the actions of 

individuals and collectives on the basis of the three constraints described in Section 6.5 

(rationality, consistency, and harmony). And we have already seen how the differing 

strengths of role-duties can determine a priority ranking in the case of conflicting 

obligations. When the duties of our social roles come into apparent conflict, Role Ethics 

dictates that we favor the role-duty with the strongest entanglement. This requires paying 

careful attention to the intensity of our consociate’s interests (i.e., how their well-being is 

impacted by the relevant goods in the sphere of activity). That way of assessing moral 

conflicts should be relatively amenable to those with general sympathies for the 

utilitarian tradition. It is true that as the complexity of the cases increases, it becomes less 

clear which is the most salient role, or which entanglements are stronger, or which action 

accord with all of one’s role-duties. But if an inability to handle the complex cases is a 

weakness of a normative theory, it is one that is shared by all the major traditions.  

8. THEORETICAL VIRTUES OF ROLE ETHICS  

We have been focusing mostly on how Role Ethics can avoid the most serious 

objections to the view. In these efforts, it is easy to lose sight of the tradition’s distinct 

theoretical virtues. We turn to these briefly in the sections below. 
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8.1 SPECIAL OBLIGATIONS 

Unlike traditional normative theories, Role Ethics can offer a satisfying account 

of the special obligations we have to friends and family. In the consequentialist tradition, 

our relationships only incur instrumental moral significance in that they constitute an 

efficient means of promoting intrinsic value. This is also true of the Aristotelian tradition 

where special obligations are only instrumentally valuable in the attainment of 

eudaimonia. And in the Kantian tradition, as well, facts about our personal relationships 

do not bear directly on the rightness of an action. In Role Ethics, on the other hand, the 

specification of the ground of our duties always makes essential reference to the relevant 

relationship. Thus, it captures the compelling thought that our friends and family are 

morally significant for their own sake, and not just for the opportunities that they afford 

in promoting a more fundamental value. 

8.2 MORAL MOTIVATION 

One of the major virtues of Role Ethics is that it can explain how the perception 

of moral facts reliably motivates moral actions. Since Role Ethics is an idealization of 

human moral psychology, the theory posits a causal connection between our perception 

of the moral facts and the cognitive processes that motivate the appropriate response. For 

example, the theory offers an explanation for why recognizing an individual as a friend 

reliably motivates the reciprocating duties associated with the friendship role. The 

explanation is that when individuals perceive the social-relational facts, this 

psychologically triggers the cognitive schema that motivates them to pursue/distribute 

goods so as to minimize additive imbalances.  

Moreover, because Role Ethics is consonant with the functioning of human moral 

psychology, we are increasingly capable of motivating the performance of particular role 

duties. On Fiske’s theory, individuals use cues in the social environment to identify the 

type of relationship that is instantiated, and thus the duty appropriate to the context. Many 

of these cues rely on arrangements in physical space that mimic the structure of the 
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instantiated relationship (See Chapter 1, Section 7).78 By altering features of the social-

relational context, we can motivate the performance of certain role duties,79 and this 

suggests a very promising way of bridging normative ethics with contemporary social 

science. 

8.3 EXPLAINS PERSISTENT MORAL CONFLICT 

One of the central features of mainstream normative theories is the inclusion of a 

‘principle of superior validity’ (Sidgwick 1874), an umpire principle that dictates an 

absolute priority ranking of duties. In utilitarianism, for example, there is always at least 

one action that maximizes utility, and the duty to perform this action takes absolute 

priority over any other. Similarly, in Kantian ethics, there is always one maxim (or at 

least one) that applies to the context, and the duty to act only on the maxims that can be 

universalized takes absolute priority over any and all other maxims. The benefit of such a 

view is that the theory always generates a solution in cases of moral conflict. But, 

arguably, this is also a detriment of the view. One of the strange implications of 

mainstream normative theories is that they cannot countenance situations in which 

individuals have persistently conflicting duties, duties that require preventing others from 

fulfilling their duty (see Marcus 1980 and McConnell 1988). Consider, for example, a 

case of two equally needy families encountering food sufficient to feed only one of the 

families. If the case is one in which utility is equally divided, utilitarianism would seem 

to require (implausibly, I think) that the food should be distributed randomly, or that it is 
                                                
78 For example, societies typically indicate a hierarchical relationship by arranging the superior physically 
above the subordinate: the King sits on a raised throne; the chief dons a tall headdress; corporate executives 
have offices on the top floor; faculty at Oxford and Cambridge dine at ‘high table’. Communitarian 
relationships are typically signaled by accentuating the similarities between individuals (e.g., matching 
uniforms, synchronized marching, shared rituals), whereas transactional relationships are often triggered by 
accentuating a medium of exchange (e.g., money). 

79 For example, Rai and Fiske (2011) note the benefits of designing social institutions that accentuate our 
shared natures in order to motivate the duties of unity.  
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equally permissible to fight for one's family as it is to let them starve. Moreover, the 

Kantian tradition is very unlikely to countenance a duty that requires restricting the 

autonomy of an agent who is attempting to fulfill his/her own duty.  

In contrast to mainstream traditions, Role Ethics can provide a plausible explanation for the 

existence of persistently conflicting duties. In the starving families case, the individuals have 

role-duties to their own family that outweigh and irrevocably conflict with their role-duties to the 

strangers. So although each family member does have role-duties to the strangers, these duties 

will typically be weaker than the role-duties they have to their own family (in virtue of a weaker 

entanglement).
80

 So Role Ethics predicts that each individual has duties to feed their own family 

that stand in persistent conflict with duties of the other family. One need not draw up such 

fantastical cases; arguably, soldiers from opposing militaries have persistently conflicting role-

duties, as well. Role Ethics not only countenances such cases, but also provides a way of 

identifying which duties take precedence. 

8.4 PERMITS REASONABLE PLURALISM 

Because Role Ethics identifies four permissible ways of structuring a relationship, 

some disagreements between moral communities will be irresolvable. But arguably, a 

moderate degree of reasonable pluralism is a virtue of a normative theory.81 In fact, one 

of the surprising implications of the universalism in mainstream normative ethics is the 

sense in which it is in tension with the value of tolerance at the heart of the liberal 
                                                
80 Another form of persistent moral conflict can emerge in virtue of the fact that individuals sometimes 
inhabit multiple moral communities. These moral communities can have different norms governing when 
an interaction constitutes a transaction, or what social status individuals have with respect to the sphere of 
activity, and thus what role duty is appropriate in that context. In many cases, the embedded moral 
communities will share many of the same norms, but when they do not, an individual may incur 
irreconcilable duties.  

 

81 In this context, ‘pluralism’ refers to a level of tolerance for competing ethical traditions, not pluralism in 
the sense of countenancing more than one ethical principle or good. 
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tradition. The classic Rawlsian conception of a liberal society is one whose basic 

principles of justice are amenable to various theories of the good (1971, but this political 

ideal is difficult to square with an ethical tradition that countenances a very restricted set 

of permissible deliberation outcomes (often just one). Role Ethics allows that moral 

communities can structure social life in various ways. It does not, for example, require 

that the role of citizen be structured around the duty of equality as it is in contemporary 

democracies; it also allows that this role can be structured in accordance with unity (as in 

communism), or hierarchy (as in monarchies), or proportionality (as in oligarchies). Of 

course, history has plenty examples where governments have failed to act in accordance 

with those role duties. Many monarchies have been oppressive rather than custodial, for 

example, but this need not be a conceptual truth. I take it as a significant strength of Role 

Ethics that countenances a healthy degree of reasonable pluralism while resisting the 

slide to relativism. 
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Chapter 3: Normative Ethics and the Criteria of Practicability 

 
One of the major challenges to the Role Ethics tradition, as well as a major 

challenge to normative ethics itself, involves its practicability. One of the great hopes of 

the Enlightenment was to identify a set of principles that could reliably guide moral 

deliberation in non-virtuous agents in any  case of moral decision-making. And while 

philosophers have become increasingly disenchanted with the prospects of that project, 

the ability to produce a decision procedure still remains a central measure of a normative 

theory’s success. Because Role Ethics countenances the existence of conflicting, 

competing, and coexisting role-duties, the tradition is particularly vulnerable to the 

criticism that it fails to deliver one of the central features of a normative theory. And 

while I have tried to address this criticism directly in Chapter 2 (Section 7.3), the larger 

issue is worthy of further attention. In part, the criticism reflects under-examined 

assumptions about what a practicable normative theory would involve for creatures with 

our capacities and burdens. This chapter aims to identify these capacities and burdens in 

an effort to specify the criteria of a genuinely practicable normative theory. We will 

return to these criteria in the following chapter when we discuss the practical virtues of 

Collective Eudaimonism.  

1. INTRODUCTION 
The martyrdom of Socrates in ancient Athens is a central part of the mythology of 

modern moral philosophy, the story of an old man willing to die for a practice he deemed 

vital to a healthy state. It is a parable that still gets rehearsed in the halls of modern 

philosophy departments, but its quaintness is unmistakable. For a long time now, it has 

been common to lament, or at least concede, that ethical theory is often an esoteric 

practice, whose practical benefits, if they exist at all, emerge only indirectly from the 

clarity that philosophical analysis brings. And while greater understanding can indeed 

foster better practice – though likely not as much as we would hope (Waples, Antes, 

Murphy, Connelly, Mumford 2009) – the practical inadequacies of normative ethics may 
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be largely due to insufficient examination of what a practicable moral theory would even 

involve for creatures with our particular capacities and burdens. This chapter analyzes 

these capacities and burdens in an effort to identify the psychological, ecological and 

epistemic criteria of a genuinely practicable normative theory.  

2. DISTINGUISHING A ‘MORAL CRITERION’ FROM A ‘PRESCRIPTIVE METHOD’ 
When Elizabeth Anscombe helped revive the virtue ethics tradition in the middle 

of the twentieth century, it was common to hold that one of the primary tasks of 

normative ethics was to identify a set of universal principles that a typical, non-virtuous 

agent could employ to determine the permissible action in any given instance of moral 

deliberation. Theories of this sort were thought to have an explicitly practical function 

since their aim was to provide typical moral agents with a method or procedure for 

selecting right actions.  

Of course, not all normative theories have a practical action-guiding function, and 

indeed some traditions, such as particularism, deny the possibility of providing one. 

Other ethical traditions draw a clear distinction between theories that provide the criterion 

of the right/good and those that function as ‘prescriptive methods' for reasoning in 

accordance with that criterion (Swanton 2003). Utilitarians, for example, have often 

noted that the principle of utility is best conceived as the criterion of right action, but that 

it is unlikely to be the prescriptive method that individuals ought to adopt in situ when 

engaged in moral deliberation. Importantly, utilitarians have had relatively little to say 

about what prescriptive method would maximize utility, except that it will likely include 

some of the principles of common sense morality (Mill 1863, Railton 1984).  

Other ethical traditions offer normative theories that serve a dual function; they 

propose to be descriptions of the moral law and a procedure for guiding moral reasoning 

in accordance with that law. The normative theories associated with Kant, Bentham, and 

Aristotle serve as a criterion of the right/good and as a prescriptive method for arriving at 

the action that follows from that criterion. Kant’s categorical imperative is both a 
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description of the moral law and a procedure for acting in accordance with that law.82 

Aristotle’s golden mean is, similarly, a way of identifying virtues as well as a strategy for 

acting in accordance with virtue.83 

Analogously, the discipline known as music theory aims to identify the properties 

of good music, but it would be a mistake to assume or demand that all of its theories 

function as guides for producing good music. Nonetheless, one particular subdomain of 

music theory, namely ‘music composition,’ is indeed a body of knowledge whose 

function is precisely that – informing the production of good music. Similarly, in 

normative ethics, we can draw a useful distinction between normative theories that aim to 

provide a ‘criterion of right action’ and theories of moral composition that aim to provide 

a ‘prescriptive method.’ The former provides a coherent account of the regularities 

underlying right actions and good lives, while the latter provides a tool or procedure for 

guiding moral reasoning toward the actions and lives that follow from those criteria.84 In 

its most general form, a prescriptive method is any set of principles, regularities, or body 

of knowledge whose function is to positively inform moral reasoning in non-virtuous 

agents.  

I belabor this distinction, in part, to resist a trend among some philosophers who 

now deny that normative ethics is even tasked with identifying prescriptive methods 
                                                
82 Kant explicitly compares the categorical imperative to a compass that can assist moral agents in 
navigating their ethical challenges. 

83 We can set aside historical questions about how these philosophers intended their views to function. 
Whether, for example, Mill and Kant intended their theories as a criterion or as a prescriptive method is a 
question I defer to the historians. The important point is that a demand for a prescriptive method remains a 
central feature of contemporary normative ethics, as evidenced by the fact that a lack of one still remains a 
central critique of traditions like virtue ethics. Moreover, most textbooks in applied ethics still begin with 
descriptions of the various normative theories with the suggestion that they can be used as practical tools 
for resolving moral debates.  

84 Some normative theories provide neither a criterion of right action nor a prescriptive method. 
Particularism, for example, is a theory that proposes how moral judgment operates, but it does not itself 
identify the regularities underlying right actions – indeed it denies that such regularities exist. As such, 
particularism also does not offer a prescriptive method for action-guidance. In fact, a major implication of 
particularism is that one particular type of prescriptive method is incoherent (i.e., a theory of right action).  
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(Brennan 2004). Just as aestheticists are not tasked with creating a more beautiful world, 

moral philosophers are presumably not tasked with creating a more ethical one.85 The 

only practical benefits of normative ethics, on this view, are those that accrue from 

greater clarity on the nature of the good and the right. But arguably, this is a highly 

revisionary view of a rich philosophical tradition that stretches two millennia from 

Aristotle to Kant that was specifically concerned with the development of practical 

ethical tools. Indeed, Aristotle is explicit about this aim. “We are not studying in order to 

know what virtue is, but to become good, for otherwise there would be no profit in it.“ 

(NE II.2). For his part, Kant compares the categorical imperative to a “compass” that can 

serve as a practical tool for distinguishing good and evil (1785).86 Ultimately, I suspect 

this revisionary conception of normative ethics is motivated by legitimate concerns about 

the efficacy of traditional prescriptive methods, namely those that function as deliberation 

procedures for selecting right actions. This author shares those concerns. Nonetheless, if 

there should exist alternative, reliable methods for positively informing moral reasoning 

in non-virtuous agents, it would be hard to deny that such a project was well within the 

scope of the discipline we call ethics. In fact, the more plausible view is that we engage 

in moral philosophy, in part, because we believe that a better understanding of morality 

will inform better strategies for developing better forms of life. This chapter is about the 

nature and virtues of those strategies. 

                                                
85 Some philosophers of aesthetics would, of course, deny the first assumption (Kathleen Higgins, personal 
communication, 2013) 

86 “Thus, then, we have arrived, within the moral cognition of common human reason, at its principle, 
which it admittedly does not think so abstractly in a universal form but which it actually has always before 
its eyes and uses as the norm for its appraisals. Here it would be easy to show how common human reason, 
with this compass in hand, knows very well how to distinguish in every case that comes up what is good 
and what is evil, what is in conformity with duty or contrary to duty, if, without in the least teaching it 
anything new, we only, as did Socrates, make it attentive to its own principle; and that there is, accordingly, 
no need of science and philosophy to know what one has to do in order to be honest and good, and even 
wise and virtuous (GMS 403-404) 
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3. THE RISE AND FALL OF THEORIES OF RIGHT ACTION 
Since the Enlightenment, the gold standard of a prescriptive method has been a 

‘theory of right action,’ conceived as a deliberation procedure for selecting the 

permissible or obligatory course of action in any  case of moral decision-making. The 

terminology can be confusing because philosophers sometimes employ the term ‘theory 

of right action’ to refer to the moral criterion and, at other times, to refer to a prescriptive 

method. For our purposes, we will always be referring to the latter. 

The search for a viable theory of right action was a major focus of mid-twentieth 

century ethics. The waning of emotivism earlier in the century had restored much of the 

philosophical legitimacy of first-order moral claims, and this left a generation of ethicists 

eager to apply a century's worth of conceptual refinement to the significant social and 

political challenges of the late 1960s and 1970s. The result was the emergence of Applied 

Ethics, and in its early years it was motivated by the idea that traditional normative 

theories could function as practical methodologies for resolving contemporary moral 

debates. Within a generation, there emerged an entire cottage industry in normative ethic 

aiming to test theories of right action on a range of increasingly atypical cases (see the 

vast trolley literature ((e.g., Foot 1967, Thomson 1976)). 

But the results of those efforts were ultimately a tipping point in the discipline. It 

soon became clear that even when philosophers could agree on some foundational 

normative principles, they were often still at odds regarding the actions that these 

principles determined. For example, philosophers could converge on utilitarianism as the 

true theory of right action, but remain in persistent disagreement over what the theory 

determines about some particular abortion case or abortion policy, more generally. It was 

in this context that Anscombe’s critique of modern ethics (1957) would come to resonate 

with an entire generation of moral philosophers increasingly skeptical of the codifiability 

of moral actions (McDowell 1979) and dubious of our psychological capacity to 

implement a theory of right action without having first cultivated the right habits of 

imagination, perception, and emotion – in short, a good character (Annas 1999). In fact, 

in recent years, applied ethicists have increasingly distanced themselves from theories of 
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right action. In Bioethics, in particular, many philosophers eschew principle-based 

reasoning for a case-based approach associated with the tradition of casuistry.87 

The virtue ethics revival was initially billed as a remedy to the practical 

inadequacies of mainstream normative ethics. Its proponents diagnosed its ills as largely 

a symptom of its reductive tendencies. Virtue ethicists proposed widening the unit of 

analysis in ethical theory from a narrow focus on individual actions to a broader focus on 

a whole human life well-lived. Among other things, this shift promised to free normative 

theorists from the increasingly contentious project of identifying a deliberation procedure 

appropriate to every context. Moreover, since the virtue movement stressed the crucial 

role of early education in character formation, it promised to refocus its practical efforts 

in a way consonant with contemporary trends in mid-20th century moral psychology that 

focused on identifying the stages of moral development in children (Kohlberg 1973).  

By the end of the 20th century, much of the wind had left the sail. On one hand, 

there was little doubt that the virtue ethics movement had an invigorating effect on 

normative theory, expanding the set of legitimate inquiry and revitalizing interest in the 

neglected role of virtues in the deontological and consequentialist traditions. But on the 

other hand, there was a growing sense that the movement never succeeded in offering a 

genuine alternative to the theory of right action as a viable prescriptive method. Perhaps 

most surprisingly, its proponents had surprisingly little to say about the prescriptive 

method most natural to virtue ethics – a theory of moral education for guiding the 

development of moral character. Although the Aristotelian tradition emphasizes the 

crucial role of early education in character formation, virtue ethicists ultimately produced 

remarkably little detailing the content or structure of that process. With a few notable 

exceptions like David Carr (2008) and Jan Steutel (1988), virtue ethicists largely turned 
                                                
87 Casuistry is a moral reasoning process that begins by identifying some firm intuitions on certain 
paradigm cases and then extrapolating implication for similar cases by considering their similarities and 
differences. Casuistry reached its height in the 16th and early 17th century when the Catholic Church 
favored it as the standard method for structuring confessions. It went out of fashion during the Protestant 
Reformation, but has regained prominence in the latter half of the 20th century as one of the dominant 
method of argumentation in Bioethics. 



 82 

over this project to educational psychology, though almost certainly prematurely, as that 

discipline remains theoretically disjointed and empirically suspect (Smagorinsky and 

Taxel 2005; Ruby and Doolittle 2010; Institute of Education Sciences 2010). Moreover, it 

is not at all clear that the major theoretical work has been accomplished. In fact, a 

growing body of empirical research suggests that the dispositional traits most conducive 

to widely accepted indicators of good lives are often not the ones that appear on the 

traditional list of virtues. Instead, the traditional virtues appear to be manifestations of 

more fundamental dispositions, such as agreeableness or emotional resilience, from 

which these broader, less stable, patterns of moral behavior can be observed (Jones 

2013).  

More problematically, it soon became clear that many of the practicability 

challenges levied at mainstream ethics could be applied equally well to the increasingly 

nuanced theories that emerged from the virtue ethics tradition. Since the capacity to apply 

a normative theory depends so crucially on features of one's moral character acquired 

early in life, the theoretical knowledge of the virtues would itself have little practical 

application for individuals not fortunate enough to have been trained up properly. A 

growing body of cognitive science confirms what Aristotle already suspected. By the 

time individuals are old enough to begin doing philosophy in earnest, they have already 

acquired a set of affective habits that significantly shape the trajectory of their character 

formation (Shonkoff, Phillips 2000).88  

Moreover, to the extent that we can shape the moral behavior of adults, it is 

increasingly evident that the most important determinants are in the environments we 

inhabit, rather than the principles or virtues we internalize. A growing literature in 

empirical moral psychology describes the often surprising extent to which features of the 

                                                
88 For example, neuroscientists have observed that shortly after birth, the human brain is the site of a fit of 
"biological exuberance. During this early developmental period, brain connections form at a rate that far 
exceeds the rate at which connections are lost. This fit of exuberance — the period when synapse formation 
outstrips synapse elimination — seems to be confined to the first three years of life (Rakic and 
Huttenlocher). 
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social environment shape moral deliberation outcomes beneath conscious awareness 

(Haidt 2001; Bargh and Williams 2006). From the presence of authority figures, to the 

ordering of events, to the physical arrangement of individuals in space, a wide variety of 

seemingly innocuous features of the context have a surprisingly large impact on the kinds 

of behaviors we manifest. In recent years, some philosophers have misappropriated this 

situationist research in a misguided attack on virtue ethics. The claim was broadly that 

virtue ethics is an incoherent enterprise because it is predicated on the false assumption 

that humans have stable moral characters (Doris 1998; Harman 1999). The various 

problems with this critique, from both a psychological and philosophical perspective, 

have now been well-documented (see a summary in Prinz 2009). Nonetheless, a more 

modest challenge from the situationist literature remains. Virtue ethicists often motivated 

their enterprise by noting the distinct practical benefits of refocusing on moral character. 

But the implication of empirical moral psychology is that the most efficient point of 

intervention in human moral reasoning exists outside the head, and thus we may fare 

better by turning our attention to those situational features of the environment that 

determine deliberation outcomes beneath conscious awareness. 

In a strange reversal of trends, some prominent virtue ethicists responded to the 

practicability challenge by refocusing attention on action-guidance. Most notably, 

Rosalind Hursthouse has argued that virtue ethics can provide a set of deliberative 

principles as least as useful as its competitors in the consequentialist and deontological 

traditions. Hursthouse’s ‘v-rules’ specify a context-specific virtue to guide moral 

deliberation in the appropriate context.89 Thus, what began largely as a revolt against 

theories of right action has slowly transitioned into a movement in which action-guidance 

is, once again, viewed as the central measure of a theory’s practicability. So by the end of 

the 20th century, normative ethics found itself in a position not unlike the one in which it 

began, having made a great deal of progress in describing the referents of moral concepts, 

                                                
89 A V-Rule might include the prescription, “be generous,” and an action that accords with that rule is 
virtuous in respect V if it hits the target of virtue V” (Hursthouse 1999).  
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but still focused on developing prescriptive methods with limited practical application 

and dubious psychological suitability. 

The previous critique runs the danger of being a caricature of the discipline. There 

have been some major successes, as well. In fact, it is difficult to overstate the impact that 

specific theories of collective action have had on public/social policy in modern western 

societies. Some form of preference utilitarianism90 is now employed as the dominant 

theory of collective action in nearly every public-policy organization across the western 

world. It is no longer tolerated, for example, for public organizations to justify their 

policies by appeal to authority, as is still the case in some traditional cultures. We now 

typically demand that organizations make policy decisions that take into consideration 

the policy’s actual consequences for the lives of the affected individuals, as measured by 

their preferences, each considered equally. This is, by all accounts, a substantive 

normative view. And normative ethics played no small part in transforming these 

institutions.  

Still, the success of preference utilitarianism was largely the result of 19th century 

normative ethics.  20th century normative ethics has been significantly less impactful, 

even while the domain has, by all accounts, flourished in its more theoretical pursuits 

(e.g., the reemergence of virtue ethics). Peter Railton and Thomas Hurka, have called 

20th century normative ethics “a prologue without a play” (2000 pg. 112).  Part of the 

aim of this chapter is to identify the cause of this stagnation. 

4. TYPES OF PRESCRIPTIVE METHODS  
Although theories of right action have been the gold standard since the 

Enlightenment, they account for only two types of prescriptive method that moral 

philosophers have pursued. Recall that a prescriptive method is a set of principles, 

regularities, or body of knowledge whose function is to positively inform moral 

                                                
90 Preference utilitarianism defines right actions as those that maximize the fulfillment of interests (or 
preferences) of those involved. 
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reasoning in non-virtuous agents. By moral reasoning, I refer very broadly to the array of 

cognitive processes, both conscious and unconscious, affective and deliberative, that are 

implicated in the selection of moral actions, moral characters, or institutions.91 On that 

conception, there are four types of prescriptive methods that be individuated by (1) 

whether they apply to individual agents or collective agents, (2) and whether they 

evaluate the actions or the characters of said agents. See below: 

  
ACTIONS 

 
CHARACTERS 

INDIVIDUALS  
Theory of right action 

 
Theory of moral character 

COLLECTIVES  
Theory of collective action 

 
Theory of collective 

character 

 

A theory of right action is a prescriptive method that describes the course of action an 

individual is permitted or obligated to pursue (e.g. utilitarianism, Kantian deontology, 

casuistry). A theory of collective action describes the course of action that collectives are 

permitted or obligated to pursue, which typically bears on the decision procedures that 

collectives utilize to determine the rules or policies of a moral community (e.g., 

contractualism ((Scanlon 1998)), contractarianism ((Gauthier 1987)); rule-utilitarianism). 

A theory of moral character describes the dispositional traits conducive to good lives, and 

thus typically takes the form of a theory of moral education (e.g., Plato’s Republic Book 

X, Dewey Kohlberg 1981, Dewey 1916). Theories of collective character are far less 

common, though most are familiar with the view Plato proposes in the Republic in which 

he describes the Kallipolis as a just state ordered analogously to a just soul. Theories of 

collective character describe the dispositional properties of collectives – i.e., the enduring 

social institutions – that are conducive to good or ‘well-ordered’ societies.  

                                                
91 Nothing in this understanding of reasoning suggests any uniquely privileged place for deductive 
inference (cf. Harman 1986.) 
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, the vast majority of resources in normative ethics have been 

focused on theories of right action. After all, successful moral deliberation is crucial for 

habituating good moral characters, and good moral characters are crucial for designing 

well-ordered societies. But as Aristotelians and Confucians point out, the influence also 

runs in the other direction. A well-ordered collective is crucial for ensuring that 

individuals get embedded in contexts that habituate good characters, and the habituation 

of good characters is crucial for ensuring that one is disposed to deliberate reliably. 

Nonetheless, we might inquire whether certain areas constitute more efficient points of 

impact. Consider the analogous debate that arises in the health sciences over whether we 

most productively impact mental health by focusing at the scale of neurochemistry (via 

the development of pharmaceuticals), or by focusing at the scale of folk psychology (via 

cognitive and behavioral therapy), or on a particular set of cultural institutions (via social 

psychiatry).92 In both domains, we can safely assume that some combination of 

approaches will be optimal. But as with psychiatry in the 19th century, we should not be 

surprised to find that traditional approaches have been less than optimal.  

5. PRACTICABILITY CRITERIA 
Now that we have identified the four types of prescriptive methods, the next task 

is to identify the criteria for evaluating their practicability. For example, a prescriptive 

method that requires its users be omniscient, or whose principles are irrelevant to 

contemporary life will fail to be a viable candidate for a practicable moral theory.93 

Consider the following three measures: psychological suitability (how well-suited suited 

is the method to the strengths and limitations of human moral psychology?), ecological 
                                                
92 One of the landmark works in social psychiatry includes “The Three Hospitals Study,” which 
demonstrated that the poverty of the environment in poor mental hospitals lead to greater handicaps in 
patients (Wing and Brown 1961). 

93 One pragmatic measure that applies to all tokens of prescriptive methods is that they be such that when 
they are implemented, they guide agents toward their actual moral duties. Notice that this accuracy 
condition is not the same as requiring that the theory include true propositions. The utilitarian, for example, 
may advance a prescriptive method that includes propositions that are strictly false, but when implemented, 
guides moral deliberation in a way that maximizes utility. But for our purposes, we are interested in the 
criteria for evaluating the types of prescriptive methods, where the notion of accuracy does not apply. 
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fitness (how applicable is the prescriptive method to the significant ethical challenges the 

typify contemporary moral life?), and compatibility (how capable is it of garnering 

overlapping consensus from various normative traditions?). We turn to each of these in 

more detail below. 

5.1 Psychological Suitability 

‘Psychological suitability’ refers to the fit between a prescriptive method and the 

cognitive capacities of the individuals who utilize them. One of the non-negotiables is 

that it be physically possible for individuals to employ the relevant tool. For example, one 

long-standing critique of utilitarianism is that it appears to demand a feat of computation 

that far outstrips the relatively meager bounds of human cognition. A more recent critique 

targets Kantian ethics for demanding a feat of moral motivation that opposes our natures 

as moral deliberators (Knobe and Leiter 2007). But optimally, a prescriptive method will 

be more than merely useable; it will be a tool that accommodates the weaknesses and 

amplifies the strengths of our species’ deliberative capacities.  

 In recent years, the emerging discipline of empirical moral psychology has begun 

to provide a much clearer picture of these capacities, and we are now in a much better 

position to identify some of the most common causes of moral performance errors. The 

thrust of this research bears rather poorly on the practicability of theories of right action 

(TOR’s). In recent years, the converging opinion is that the most serious impediment to 

reliable moral reasoning is not our bounded cognitive capacities, but rather limitations 

that emerge from the evolutionary design of our moral reasoning capacities themselves. 

As Josh Greene (2001) points out, there is a popular misconception that humans would be 

significantly better moral deliberators if they would but listen to their conscience. But we 

are now inclined to think that nearly the opposite is the case, that many of humanity’s 

most serious ethical challenges are precisely the result of the normal operation of our 

moral faculties generating the type of intuitions that proved roadworthy in human history, 

but which are often less suitable, even detrimental, to the complex liberal democracies we 

currently inhabit.  
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The situation is made worse by the fact that these ingrained features operate on 

moral reasoning unconsciously, and are thus not typically introspectively accessible. In 

fact, the converging opinion is that “much of social life is experienced through mental 

processes that are not intended and about which one is fairly oblivious. These processes 

are automatically triggered by features of the immediate social environment, such as the 

group memberships of other people, the qualities of their behavior, and features of social 

situations” (Bargh and Williams 2006: 1). This feature of moral psychology is often 

explained by appeal to a distinction between System 1 and System 2 cognitive processes 

(e.g., Kahneman 2011). System 1 is characterized by relatively quick, affective, non-

introspectively-accessible judgments. System 2 is characterized by slower, more rule-

based judgments that require conscious exertion. Both systems are generally operative in 

moral decision-making, but a great deal of empirical evidence suggests that System 1 has 

priority in a variety of senses: it is phylogenetically older, quicker to return a judgment, 

and typically overriding when the two systems conflict (Haidt 2001). When individuals 

morally deliberate, features of the social context trigger System 1 processes and these are 

manifested as a suite of cognitive schemas that powerfully and unconsciously guide 

deliberation outcomes.  

These cognitive schemas (or ‘biases’ to use the pejorative94) pervade moral 

decision-making at every stage of the deliberative process, from the way the situation is 

perceived, to which hypotheses are tested, to the way these hypotheses are ultimately 

evaluated (Kahneman 2011). Although there are now dozens of documented cognitive 

schemas/biases that influence moral reasoning, arguably the following five are most 

centrally implicated in moral performance errors. These include: the attention bias, 

                                                
94 Calling them biases is somewhat misleading, given that these schemas generally become canalized as a 
result of their adaptiveness in evolutionary history. For example, one of the most pervasive moral biases is 
the in-group bias, the tendency to perceive the members of one's in-group as more worthy of consideration 
than perceived outsiders. These group-think tendencies are believed to have been an important part of our 
species’ adaptive toolkit, aiding in the solidarity necessary for resisting outside threats, discouraging free-
riders, and for subsuming other, less unified social groups (Haidt and Kesebir 2010). 
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confirmation bias, self-serving bias, conformity bias, and overconfidence bias.95 In short, 

we often fail to attend to the crucial facts, and to the extent we do, we use them in a 

deliberation process that begins with hypotheses that are heavily biased toward our 

perceived self-interest or the perceived interests and expectations of in-group members. 

Finally, when we reflect on our own biased decision-making, we generally mistake the 

strength of our affective appraisal as a mark of the judgment’s veracity and an indicator 

of our reliability.  

And again, since these schemas operate unconsciously, they are notoriously 

difficult to avoid. For the same reason, they are also relatively difficult to suppress, for 

even when they are brought to conscious awareness, many reasoning biases do not 

reliably yield. Knowing about the confirmation bias, for example, does remarkably little 

to avoid manifesting it in subsequent judgments. Importantly, though, although no form 

of reasoning is immune to cognitive bias, they are less likely to emerge when the relevant 

decision does not directly impact one’s perceived interests or the perceived interests of 

in-group members. For example, the confirmation bias emerges less strongly when we 

are attempting to solve an algebra problem, but far more strongly when deliberating about 

actions that entail constraints on our time, energy, or resources (Haidt 2001).  

                                                
95 See Dan Ariely ‘s Predictably Irrational (2010) for a more detailed description of the following biases.  
The attentional bias is the tendency for our perceptions to be affected by our recurring mental states. For 
example, a person who values money highly is more likely to notice features of the environment associated 
with wealth. Because attention is a finite resource, we often fail to recognize moral facts when our attention 
is preoccupied. To the extent we do discern the relevant facts, the process of forming hypotheses regarding 
permissible actions is itself heavily biased. The confirmation bias describes our tendency to seek out 
information that confirms our preconceptions. For example, a conservative might turn on Fox News to 
confirm her hypothesis that Obama is indeed a secret Muslim. Moreover, once individuals encounter 
evidence that confirms their hypothesis, they tend to stop searching for new evidence altogether. The 
confirmation bias is exacerbated by the self-serving bias, which is the familiar tendency to evaluate or 
interpret information in a way that is beneficial to our personal interests. The hypotheses we consider are 
often biased toward those whose truth is in our interest. This process is also sensitive to our perception of 
the status quo, and, indeed, conformity with the status quo is typically perceived to be in our interest. The 
conformity bias describes the tendency to interpret information similarly to members of perceived in-
groups. Finally, the overconfidence bias is the tendency to overestimate the extent to which we are not 
biased in the way we consider and test hypotheses. 
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In principle, theories of right action are designed to minimize cognitive bias by 

restricting the moral reasons to those permitted by the normative theory. But this is 

notoriously difficult to achieve in practice, for it is clear that the way agents calculate 

utility or select the relevant maxim can itself be steeped in bias. As virtue ethicists often 

point out, it is not enough to merely deploy the appropriate decision-making procedure; 

the capacity to use the procedure deftly is crucial to reliable moral reasoning. This is 

precisely why virtue ethicists often stress that the effectiveness of a TOR requires having 

first cultivated the right habits of imagination, perception, and emotion (Annas 1999), 

and several decades of research in developmental psychology continues to affirm this 

general observation (Leston 1999). The lesson is that a promising strategy for improving 

moral reasoning involves cultivating the emotional/affective dispositions in such a way 

that when our biases operate on them, they nonetheless motivate us in the direction of 

right actions or virtuous lives. That is, rather than seeking principles for resolving moral 

conflict, the most efficient strategy involves designing the social context in ways that 

preempt their formation.  

So what are the affective dispositions that catalyze virtuous action? 

Unfortunately, this remains an under-examined area of moral psychology. Still, a few 

things are known. Unsurprisingly, there is a significant literature describing the impact of 

empathy and empathy training on moral motivation and pro-social behavior (Hoffman 

2001). But perhaps the most promising finding comes from the emerging discipline of 

positive psychology, and it involves the correlation between happiness and virtue. The 

general idea has roots in the Aristotelian tradition where happiness (eudaimonia) is 

constitutive of good moral reasoning, since eudaimonia is conceived as the rational 

action of the soul in accordance with the virtues (Nussbaum 1996). As Aristotle had it, 

“the just man is happy, and the unjust man is miserable” (Book II, 354a) and “the best 

and most just character is the happiest” (Book II 580c). But while contemporary 
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psychologists are unlikely to endorse this identity claim between happiness96 and virtue, a 

general consensus has emerged about the close causal connection between these two 

properties. Indeed, the reinforcing relationship between human happiness and pro-

sociality is one of the few truly encouraging findings in contemporary moral psychology. 

So while there is a tendency to think of happiness as a state typically caused by the 

satisfaction of selfish desires, a substantial body of empirical research suggests that 

nearly the opposite is true. “Happiness appears to bring out the best in humans, making 

them more social, more cooperative, and even more ethical” (Diener 2010). Individuals 

with chronically high or experimentally increased positive affect evaluate others more 

positively and are more interested in social interaction (Diener & Seligman, 2004), 

exhibit more generalized trust (Brehm & Rahn, 1997), and respond more appropriately to 

ethical situations (James & Chymis, 2004). Moreover, this link between happiness and 

ethical practice appears to be replicated at the scale of populations. For example, happier 

nations score higher on generalized trust, volunteerism, and democratic attitude (Tov and 

Diener 2007).  

One plausible explanation for the link between happiness and virtue is that 

happier individuals manifest far fewer of the negative emotions (e.g., fear, anxiety, and 

self-doubt) from which many of our least admirable moral tendencies emerge. When 

humans are stressed, our coping mechanisms tend to divert cognitive resources toward 

self-protection rather than sociality and altruism. But another explanation for the 

correlation between happiness and virtuous action is an essentially Aristotelian one, 

which is that happiness for creatures like us depends, in large part, on being positively 

integrated in a human community. So while most researchers agree that happiness 

                                                

96 To be clear, Aristotle’s conception of happiness is, in fact, a normative conception of well-being, while 
the conception of happiness described by positive psychology is not. Moral philosophers have long been 
interested in the essentially normative property of well-being, conceived as that which is non-
instrumentally ‘good for’ an agent, while positive psychology investigates the properties of human 
happiness, conceived as a positive state of the human organism, and thus not to be confused with what 
individuals ought to pursue or what rationality demands.  
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requires a steady diet of positive hedonic states, contemporary research suggests that it is 

typically caused by the cultivation of authentic personal relationships, meaningful and 

engaging pursuits, and accomplishments in domains that utilize our strengths (Seligman 

2002). This correlation between happiness and virtue appears to accord with anecdotal 

evidence, as well, for I suspect that when we are reflecting on some of the happiest 

people we know we are also thinking of some of the best people we know.  

The lesson of several decades of empirical moral psychology can be summed up 

as follows. The psychological suitability of a normative theory will turn on its ability to 

avoid or minimize the cognitive biases responsible for most moral reasoning errors, as 

well as its ability to generate the particular affective dispositions that motivate virtuous 

action beneath conscious awareness. We have seen that happiness, as understood by 

contemporary positive psychologists, is one of the dispositional traits most closely 

associated with motivating virtuous action. 

5.2 ECOLOGICAL FITNESS  
The second evaluative measure involves the ‘ecological fit’ between a 

prescriptive method and the significant ethical challenges that characterize contemporary 

moral life. This measure effectively combines two criteria. The first is the extent to which 

a prescriptive method is applicable to the most significant ethical challenges we face. For 

example, virtue ethicists often point out that the decisions involved in developing one’s 

character are generally more significant than those involved in the selection of actions, 

since the former not only determines how one’s life goes, but also how one deliberates in 

future situations. But ecological fitness also captures the extent to which a prescriptive 

method is relevant to the subset of significant ethical challenges that typify contemporary 

moral life. Notice that as the significance increases, there is often a decline in relevance. 

For example, a prescriptive method for selecting the principles of justice has great 

significance since these decisions determine the outcome of many actions, life-paths, and 

institutions further downstream. But such methods have limited relevance, since typical 
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agents are not generally involved with the selection of the principles of justice. So an 

ecologically fit method will strike an optimal balance between the two.  

It should be clear that the ecological fitness of a prescriptive method will vary 

with the type of ethical challenges that are characteristic of the moral communities we 

inhabit. For example, a theory of character development will be less useful for making 

decisions about social policy than a theory of a well-ordered collective. So what then are 

the most significant ethical challenges of contemporary moral life? Notice, first, that they 

are unlikely to be the same kinds of ethical challenges characteristic of traditional 

societies. That is because modern cultures have evolved a wide range of social norms, 

laws and policies that fairly effectively incentive pro-social tendencies, such that 

contemporary individuals (perhaps in contrast to much of human history) generally do 

not seriously deliberate over whether to kill, steal, rape, torture, or enslave.  

This is certainly not to suggest that questions about individual action are 

unimportant. The point is rather that as societies converge on effective norms for 

effectively incentivizing pro-sociality, the debates about individual actions that remain 

genuinely open are likely to be the hard cases, cases that involve a high degree of moral 

complexity. In fact, a major lesson of the applied ethics boom of the 20th century was 

that even when philosophers could converge on the true theory of right action, they often 

remain in persistent disagreement about what that theory determines in the complex cases 

that typify actual moral life. For example, most utilitarians agree that abortions are 

sometimes permissible, but they often remain in reasonable disagreement about whether 

some particular instance of abortion, or a specific abortion policy, is permissible. This is 

not to suggest that the normative theories are indeterminate in complex cases, although 

that view is not implausible. This is rather an epistemic point about what we can 

reasonably expect from a theory when complexity is sufficiently great. TOR’s function 

admirably when the demands on them are moderate, but like the principles of Newtonian 

mechanics, their reliability can be thwarted by increased complexity, and thus in 

precisely the situations in which contemporary agents might require action-guidance. 
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If the popular topics of contemporary applied ethics are any guide, the major 

challenges of contemporary moral life increasingly involve issues of collective action. 

Notice that in applied ethics, we are rarely asking whether Sally should have an abortion, 

for example, but whether abortions should be permissible in a liberal democracy. 

Similarly, with questions involving access to healthcare, capital punishment, just war, 

distributive justice, drug policy, and civil rights – the central moral debates often involve 

evaluating the good-making properties of our social institutions. So an ecologically fit 

theory will strike the right balance between significance and relevance, and we have 

noted the increasing relevance of collective action problems involving institutional 

design. 

5.3 COMPATIBILITY 
 One of the guiding ideals of political liberalism is that the fundamental principles 

of justice should be ones that can garner overlapping consensus from all reasonable 

theories of the good (Rawls 1971).97 A similar idea motivates the third practicability 

criterion. A central factor in the efficacy of any prescriptive method is that it be capable 

of encouraging individuals to converge on a coordination outcome. The less room there is 

for reasonable disagreement about the truth of a prescriptive method’s normative claims, 

the more capable it will be of minimizing conflict and informing social policy. 

‘Compatibility’ refers to the extent to which a prescriptive method can gain overlapping 

consensus from various normative traditions.  

If the last two hundred years are any indication, we have little reason to hold out 

hope for much compatibility with regard to theories of right action. In large part, this is 

because such theories determine very specific claims about which particular actions are 

permissible or obligatory. In contrast, theories of character development make much 

                                                
97 “No doctrine is admissible as a premise in any stage of political justification unless it is acceptable to all 
reasonable citizens. (Estlund 1998: 254) 
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more general claims about the appropriate pattern of permissible actions. So, for 

example, while there is considerable room for reasonable disagreement regarding which 

particular action is brave, there is much less room for reasonable disagreement that 

bravery is a property of a good character. The more specific the normative claim, the 

more vulnerable it is to perceived counterexamples. All it takes to undermine 

utilitarianism is just one  case where the right action is not the one that maximizes utility. 

We have all observed students reject a theory of right action in virtue of its implication 

for some particular case (e.g., lying to the murderer at the door, punishing the innocent, 

etc.). This feature puts TOR’s in an especially vulnerable position, because individuals 

tend to form strong and stubborn intuitions about the cases in which they are involved 

(see previous section on cognitive biases). All it takes is one of these ill-formed intuitions 

to undermine the perceived plausibility of a theory of right action.98 

It is significantly more difficult, in practice, to falsify a theory pertaining to 

character. A counterexample is simply more difficult to come by, for it would require 

observing cases in which the development of certain virtues did not contribute to a life 

well-lived. But since it is difficult to tell when someone possesses a virtue, or what 

environmental contexts might have thwarted the manifestation of the virtue, such 

counterexamples are not always obvious. In fact, there is surprising degree of overlapping 

consensus across cultures and traditions regarding the central virtues of human moral 

character (Dahlsgaard, Peterson, Seligman 2005).99 

The more general the normative claims of a prescriptive method, the more likely 

it is to garner overlapping consensus. But this compatibility typically comes at a cost of 

predictive power. Analogously, a theory that predicts the landfall of hurricanes to the 

nearest hemisphere is likely to be consistent with competing meteorological models, but 
                                                
98 As noted earlier, there is a contingent historical reason why theories of collective action have garnered 
overlapping consensus in the west, which has to do with the expectations of democracy in public life. 

99 The authors found that 6 core virtues recurred in Chinese, Southeast Asian and Western normative 
traditions: courage, justice, humanity, temperance, wisdom, and transcendence. 
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this consistency comes at the cost of its predictive power, in that such predictions are 

little practical use. This trade-off motivates one of the central critiques of virtue ethics, 

which is that prescriptions like "be generous" appear to be too general to offer a 

prediction100 about which particular life-path is conducive to the good life. So although 

there is consensus from nearly all normative traditions that generosity is a virtue, the 

worry is that the generality of this claim comes at a cost of its usefulness. Virtue ethicists 

have generally resisted such critiques (especially Hursthouse 1999), but we need not 

engage that debate here. The point is that a prescriptive method will optimally strike the 

right balance between the generality of its normative claims and its predictive power.  

6. SUMMARY OF EVALUATIONS 
Now that we have identified the practicability criteria, we can summarize their 

implications for the four types of prescriptive methods. We turn to that in the final section 

below. 

6.1 THEORY OF RIGHT ACTION 
We have already noted many of the challenges that face theories of right action. 

Even when individuals are lucky enough to have received the proper training and be 

situated in a suitable situational context (neither of which are trivial), deliberation 

procedures remain especially susceptible to cognitive bias, particularly given that they are 

often employed in situations in which the agents’ personal interests are at stake, and thus 

when they are most susceptible to bias. Deliberation procedures also suffer from limited 

ecological fitness since they do not guarantee easily identifiable solutions in the complex 

ethical challenges that typify actual moral life. Lastly, they have limited compatibility 

because they often determine very specific claims that are especially vulnerable to 

perceived counterexamples.  

                                                
100 We can talk about normative theories ‘predicting’ right actions in the same way that scientific theories 
predict the existence of certain events or objects (e.g., Einstein's theory of relativity predicting the existence 
of black holes) 
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6.2 THEORY OF COLLECTIVE ACTION  
As already noted, theories of collective action stand out as a bright spot in modern 

normative theory. Some form of preference utilitarianism, or the like, is utilized by nearly 

every public-policy organization in the Western world. Unsurprisingly, it fares well on 

our criteria. Although the individuals in a collective are subject to cognitive bias, some of 

the most pernicious biases are diminished in a group context. For example, the 

confirmation bias can be significantly diminished in collective decision-making because 

individuals are often forced to confront evidence or reasons that they would have 

otherwise avoided. Moreover, some collectives have the resources to separate the 

decision-making process from the evidence-gathering process, and this is another way of 

limiting the impact of the confirmation bias. Theories of collective action also fare well 

on the ecological fitness criterion. As noted earlier, many of the challenges that 

characterize applied ethics involve issues of social policy, and thus questions about what 

course of actions our collectives are permitted or obligated to pursue. Finally, theories of 

collective action have fared well on the compatibility criterion. But importantly, this has 

less to do with the way these theories operate than with the sociological fact that we live 

in liberal democracies, which put pressure on our organizations justify their policies with 

broadly democratic considerations, and this expectation motivates a decision procedure 

akin to preference utilitarianism.  

6.3 THEORY OF CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT 
Nobody seriously denies the practical potential for a theory of moral education, 

though it has remained an elusive goal, probably in no small part because of the limited 

attention it gets within normative ethics. Much of its neglect is due to long-standing 

political resistance against moral education in public institutions that stem from concerns 

about the separation of Church and State. This is far less true in recent years, and the 

virtue ethics revival of the 20th-century played no small part in rekindling interest in 

developing theories of moral education for the public schools. There are now dozens of 

character education programs being implemented in thousands of public schools across 
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the country, though, again, very little consensus among the theoretical commitments, and 

very little evidence for their positive impact. This is an area in which more philosophy is 

in order. We have only just begun to shed the constraints of the rationalist framework that 

dominated character development research for decades, and there is still much to be 

learned about the particular affective capacities that are conducive to good human lives 

(see Chapter 4, Section 5.2).  

Moreover, there is no doubt about the psychological suitability of such methods. 

When designed for individuals in the crucial stages of habit formation, a theory of moral 

education targets many of the cognitive processes that determine the trajectory of 

character formation. And since these theories mostly restrict the interests of others (i.e. 

the trainee), the implementation of the relevant principles is less susceptible to cognitive 

bias. We also saw that theories of character development fare well on the compatibility 

measure, given the general tendency for various normative traditions to converge on a 

core set of virtues (. This explains why character education programs have found their 

way into the public school systems; they are amenable to overlapping consensus.  

The practical limitations of theories of character development most likely involve 

their ecological fitness, but not because the content is insignificant or irrelevant to 

contemporary moral life. Rather, it is because the appropriate target for such a theory is a 

select group of individuals that include parents and early childcare professionals. Even if 

we had reliable theories of moral education implemented in the public school systems, 

they might still have only a modest impact, since much of character formation happens in 

the early years of life during one's interactions with parents and caregivers, before 

individuals have entered the relevant education institutions. Moreover, to the extent that 

our characters are still pliable as we are educated, the training provided by the relevant 

institutions cannot compete with the far more extensive ‘training’ that occurs at home. So 

a theory of moral education is a theory best suited for parents, and there are fairly 

obvious practical and social barriers to developing a normative theory that essentially 

tells parents how to raise their kids.  
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Moreover, the association with early childhood helps explain why normative ethicists 

have tended to neglect this philosophical project. It is understandable that many 

philosophers would be more interested in pursuing prescriptive methods relevant to the 

age group that inhabits universities. And that is not mere snobbery; one of the functions 

of a philosophy department is to teach normative ethics to undergraduates, and so it is 

reasonable to pursue research programs that can be tested and implemented in our own 

institutions. 

I do not want to overstate the case. Moral education remains a sorely underexplored 

normative domain with untapped practical potential. In part, this is because the 

philosophical project is poised for revitalization by the maturing cognitive sciences 

(Narváez and Nucci 2008). The other reason has to do with the proliferation of early 

education institutions in recent decades (Curie 2001). Many local and state governments, 

influenced by the emerging research on brain development, have begun investing in high 

quality early education programs for young children between birth and five. To put the 

point more bluntly, as parents remain in the workforce, we simply have more access to 

children during the window of habit formation, and thus a better opportunity to 

implement a theory of character development. There is already good evidence that early 

education programs can promote pro-sociality and decrease criminality (Shonkoff and 

Phillips 2000).101  

6.4 THEORY OF COLLECTIVE CHARACTER 
We have had a little to say about the prescriptive methods of collective character, 

since the tokens of this type are limited to Plato’s view in the Republic. Nonetheless, this 

approach shows significant promise, which should emerge more clearly in the following 

chapter when I defend a specific theory of collective character called “Collective 

Eudaimonism.” But I conclude this chapter with a short description of its distinctive 

practical virtues. 

                                                
101 In the following chapter, I will suggest that a theory of moral education can be subsumed by a particular 
theory of collective character that I call Collective Eudaimonism. 
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Arguably, the approach fares well with regard to psychological suitability. Plato 

conceives the collective character traits as a particular set of institutions. Institutions 

determine the properties of a social context, and the properties of (certain) social contexts 

strongly determine moral deliberation outcomes beneath conscious awareness. The 

approach also fares well with regard to ecological fitness. We noted that the problems of 

contemporary moral life typically involve issues of collective action. Virtue ethicists note 

that we are better equipped to utilize the reason right action when we know something 

about what is good for individuals. Similarly, I will argue, we are better equipped to 

utilize theories of collective action when we know something about what is good for a 

collective.102  Finally, theories of collective character should be amenable to a wide 

variety of normative traditions, since its content will contain very general claims 

involving correlations between institutional facts and the collective good. The natural 

worry is whether that content will be so general that it fails to be usefully predictive. In 

the final chapter, I will suggest that the content of Collective Eudaimonism is a body of 

knowledge that can productively inform public policy. 

  

                                                

102 That point applies across the consequentialist and deontic divide, for the Kantian also allows that facts 
about well-being inform our ability to know what passes the test of the moral law, as well as what is 
entailed by the imperfect duties. 
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Chapter 4: Collective Eudaimonism and the  
Moral Institutions of a Flourishing Collective 

 

The aim of this chapter is to outline an approach to political philosophy that is 

continuous with the Role Ethics tradition. I do not mean to suggest that what follows is 

the only approach to political philosophy that accords with Role Ethics, but it does 

represent a natural extension, and it bears a close similarity to the way Confucian Role 

Ethics is extended into the political domain, as well. Specifically, I argue that the political 

philosophy of Role Ethics takes the form of ‘collective virtue ethics’, a theory of moral 

character at the scale of a human population.  

Recall that, in Role Ethics, collectives can be the object and subject of distinct 

role-duties. Coaches have role-duties to their teams, but teams also have role-duties to 

their coach. For example, a team may have a duty to ‘work as a unit,’ which can only be 

satisfied by the group. In Confucian Role Ethics, a good or well-ordered collective is one 

that is conducive to the proper performance of the social roles of its constituent members. 

“Good government consists in the ruler being a ruler, the minister being a minister, the 

father being a father, and the son being a son” (Lunyu 12.11). Importantly, certain roles 

are seen as pivotal with regard to this aim, in that their proper performance catalyzes the 

proper performance of other social roles within the collective. In particular, Confucius 

targets the role of the ruler. “If your desire is for good, the people will be good. The 

moral character of the ruler is the wind; the moral character of those beneath him is the 

grass. When the wind blows, the grass bends” (Lunyu 12.19). So a good society is one in 

which its ruler is of good character, for it ensures that she will perform her role-duties, 

which, in turn, ensures a society conducive to their proper performance. In short, 

Confucian political philosophy is a virtue ethics for the government of a collective. In 

ancient Chinese society, governments consisted in local rulers with filial claims to 

political authority. In contemporary Role Ethics, where the assumption is that the 
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government is the collective (a ‘we the people’), political philosophy consists in a virtue 

ethics for a complex collective.  

Notice that social roles are of central importance to this approach. As described in 

the following chapter, the moral character of a complex collective supervenes on a set of 

informal institutions, and these institutions are constructed from a particular set of social 

roles. In effect, the political philosophy of contemporary Role Ethics is tasked with 

identifying the subset of social roles whose proper performance determines the collective 

good.  

This approach to collective moral character recalls Plato’s strategy in the 

Republic, a strategy that has all but disappeared in modern normative theory. Importantly, 

the case for its revival can be made largely independently of a commitment to Role 

Ethics. So while the view proposed in the following chapter flows naturally from a 

commitment to Role Ethics, I have attempted to frame the project as a more general 

theory of collective moral character that should be amenable to a wide variety of 

normative traditions.  

Specifically, I argue that we can identify the good (or well-ordered collective) in 

roughly the same way we identify the good individual, by discerning the dispositions in 

the relevant agent that are conducive to its well-being. By scaling up, we shift attention 

from the moral dispositions of individuals to the moral dispositions of collectives – the 

institutions that determine the moral character of a population. While philosophers have 

tended to focus on the formal institutions of the state, this project is largely concerned 

with the ‘informal institutions’ of a collective, the implicit social roles/practices 

constructed and enforced endogenously, such as those involved in structuring human 

friendships. What I call ‘Collective Eudaimonism’ is a kind of virtue ethics writ large, a 

normative theory tasked with identifying correlations between a set of informal 

institutions and the indicators of flourishing human collectives.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the beginning of the Republic, Plato proposes that we might better understand 

justice in the individual by focusing instead on justice writ large, justice at the scale of 

the polis. It is a detour that takes nearly the entire book, but it is one that is supported by 

Plato's insistence that the harmony of functions in a just individual is importantly 

analogous to the harmony of functions in a just state. In short, Plato offers a theory of 

collective moral character in which a particular set of social institutions constitutes the 

relevant dispositions of a flourishing or well-ordered103 collective. This approach to 

political theory that models the polis as an agent in possession of a set of moral character 

traits has all but disappeared in the contemporary literature. This essay promotes its 

revival by describing a novel theory of collective moral character rooted in the 

eudaimonistic tradition.104 The thesis is that we can identify the moral character of well-

ordered collective in roughly the same way that we identify the good individual, by 

discerning the dispositions in the relevant agent that are conducive to its well-being. In 

particular, I will argue that the moral character of a complex collective supervenes on a 

particular set of informal social institutions. So while political philosophers have tended 

to focus on the formal institutions of the state, this project is largely concerned with the 

implicit social practices of a population, constructed and enforced endogenously, such as 

those involved in structuring human friendships. ‘Collective Eudaimonism’ is virtue 

ethics at the scale of a human population, a normative theory tasked with identifying 

                                                
103 Rawls (1971) introduced the notion of a ‘well-ordered’ society as one which is designed to advance the 
good of its members, and which is regulated by a public conception of justice (i.e., where the justification 
for its principles of justice are knowable by and acceptable to all reasonable citizens). My use of the term is 
restricted to the former criterion, a collective whose institutional structures support the well-being of its 
members.  

104 Eudaimonistic traditions are those that evaluate an action or character trait with regard to its 
contribution to the agent’s well-being. 
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moral regularities between a set of informal institutions and the indicators of flourishing 

human collectives.105  

The goal of this chapter is largely methodological. The aim is to outline a novel 

normative project at the level of collective character, identify its moral foundations, and 

defend its distinctive practical applications. The project is organized as follows. Section 2 

defends a conception of collective character traits that is broadly Aristotelian in spirit. 

Section 3 identifies the determinants of collective character in a particular set of informal 

institutions. Section 4 proposes a normative grounding for Collective Eudaimonism, a 

method for evaluating the informal institutions with regard to their contribution to 

collective well-being. Section 5 outlines the interdisciplinary research project tasked with 

identifying the moral regularities that obtain between these informal institutions and the 

indicators of flourishing human populations, as well as proposes a few promising 

research trajectories. The final section highlights the practical applications of Collective 

Eudaimonism as a body of knowledge that informs the domain of Applied Ethics. 

There is an important sense in which Collective Eudaimonism (abbreviated as 

CE) is an attempt to offer a theoretical foundation for a practical ethical project that has 

already begun to take shape in contemporary public policy. Over the last several decades, 

policy researchers (mostly those working in the developing world) have been 

investigating how relatively small changes to institutional practices can propagate 

substantial improvements in population welfare. One widely reported finding involves 

the link between collective welfare and education opportunities specifically for women 

(Cochrane 1979, Schultz 1989).106 It turns out that of the most efficient ways of 

improving the welfare of developing populations is to increase women’s access to 

                                                
105 I will use ‘flourishing’ as a normative concept to refer to individuals living good lives or with high well 
being.  

106 The explanation is that educated women tend to have fewer children, and lower birth rates have 
beneficial consequences across various life domains related to well-being.  
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education, as this tends to have a cascading effect on economic, social, and political 

conditions within the collective.107 Notice that this correlation links an enduring social 

practice with indicators of population welfare. CE is motivated by the promise of 

identifying a rich body of knowledge linking institutional practices with indicators of 

flourishing human collectives. As we shall see later, framing the project in terms of 

collective moral character proves useful in focusing attention on a particular set of 

frequently neglected social practices that play a significant role in determining the moral 

behavior of (and in) complex collectives.  

An emerging body of empirical research highlights the practical potential of this 

general approach. Indeed, the major thrust of contemporary moral psychology is the 

surprisingly extent to which features of the social environment shape deliberation 

outcomes beneath conscious awareness (Bargh and Williams 2006). From the presence of 

authority figures, to the ordering of events, to the physical arrangement of individuals in 

space, a wide variety of seemingly innocuous features of the social environment have a 

surprisingly large impact on the kinds of dispositions we manifest. As we saw in Chapter 

1, many of the most significant environmental triggers involve the social-relational 

properties that are embedded in our institutions.  

In some cases, knowledge of these triggers can be utilized to motivate pro-social 

behavior via a small, targeted intervention in a social practice – a so-called ‘nudge’ 

(Thaler and Sunstein 2008). For example, it has been shown that relatively minor changes 

to the urban environment (e.g., fixing broken windows, removing graffiti, cleaning up 

litter) are surprisingly effective at decreasing criminality (Keizer, Lindernberg, and Steg 

2008).108 As discussed at length in Chapter 3, the major lesson of contemporary moral 

                                                
107 Much of the explanation has to do with education contributing to decreased birth rates. 

108 A particularly vivid example involves the Dutch research team tasked with decreasing the often obscene 
amount of urine on the floor of men's bathrooms (Thaler and Sunstein 2008). It turns out that a surprisingly 
small alteration to the urinals decreases spillage by 80%, and it involves etching a fly that appears to be 
lodged in the bottom of the urinal. In a testament to the simplicity of the male psyche, the fly provides a 
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psychology is that rather than seeking principles for resolving moral conflict, the most 

efficient strategy involves designing the social context in ways that preempt their 

formation. Identifying and evaluating these features of the social landscape is the promise 

of a theory of collective moral character.  

2. COLLECTIVE MORAL CHARACTER  
We should begin by contextualizing Collective Eudaimonism in normative ethics, 

more broadly. Arguably, normative ethics is primarily concerned with four fundamental 

questions concerning the good and the right, which apply at both the individual and the 

collective level.  

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 

(1) How ought I act? Views traditionally take the form of theories of right action 

that describe the course of action an individual is permitted or obligated to 

pursue (e.g. utilitarianism, Kantian deontology, egoism). 

(2) How ought I be? Views traditionally take the form of a theory of moral 

character that describe the dispositional traits conducive to good lives (e.g., 

Aristotelian virtue ethics, Stoic virtue ethics) 

COLLECTIVE LEVEL 

(3) How ought we (the collective) act? Views traditionally take the form of 

theories of collective action that describe the course of action that collectives 

are permitted or obligated to pursue. These theories typically bear on the 

decision procedures that collectives used to determine the rules or policies of a 

                                                                                                                                            
nearly irresistible target, the outcome of which is the desired reduction in spillage. I noticed these flies have 
recently been added to the bathrooms at Boston's Logan Airport, however I resisted doing a careful 
inspection of the urine spillage on the premises. 
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moral community. Examples include moral contractualism (Scanlon 1998); 

contractarianism (Gauthier 1987), rule-utilitarianism ( 

(4) How ought we (the collective) be? Views traditionally take the form of a 

theory of collective character that describes the dispositional traits conducive 

to good or well-ordered collectives (e.g., Plato’s Republic).  

Theories of collective moral character identify the enduring dispositions of human 

collectives that are correlated with, or conducive to, the collective good. Typically, 

thinkers identify the collective character with a particular set of social institutions that 

play a significant role in determining the moral reasoning of (and in) a collective. A 

normative theory of collective character is tasked with evaluating these social institutions 

with regard to the collective good.  

While it is true that theories of collective action (e.g. contractualism) are also 

broadly concerned with evaluating social institutions, that approach is crucially different. 

Theories of collective action take rightness as the primary moral concept and apply it to 

all collective actions, including those that determine the social practices of a collective. In 

contrast, theories of collective moral character conceive goodness as the primary moral 

concept and apply it to a particular subset of social practices, namely, those that 

constitute or determine the moral character of a collective.109  

Theories of collective character are relatively uncommon in the philosophical 

literature, though many are broadly familiar with the view proposed by Plato in the 

Republic in which he describes the Kallipolis as a just state ordered analogously to a just 

soul. On Plato’s view, a virtuous collective requires institutions for developing the 

                                                
109 A mainstream theory of collective right action, like rule-utilitarianism is committed to the view that the 
institutions of a good society are the ones that maximize aggregate utility, and that view is open to standard 
counter examples where institutional practices maximize utility at the expense of an oppressed or exploited 
minority (e.g., a rule that allows a small number of slaves). As a theory of collective character, Collective 
Eudaimonism has no such implications, for the aim is not to identify the institutional regularities that 
maximize flourishing populations. The more modest goal is to identify institutional regularities that 
promote/hinder collective well-being. 
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distinct roles of philosopher kings, guardians, and merchants, whose roles are analogous 

to the rational, emotional, and appetitive parts of the soul. But Plato’s project is viewed 

largely as a novelty in contemporary normative theory, and not a particularly positive 

one, given its perceived totalitarian overtones, which has made it a popular target of 

political liberalism (Arendt 1973).  

Sen and Nussbaum’s ‘capability approach’ (Sen 1993, Nussbaum 2000) is a 

theory of collective action that shares some features with a theory of collective moral 

character, in that it is often used to evaluate the institutions of a population with regard to 

measures of aggregate well-being. The capabilities approach begins with a theory of 

human well-being on which a good life requires a particular set of freedoms (or 

capabilities) to pursue those things which we have reason to value, and it evaluates 

institutions with regard to their impact on these capabilities. The capability approach has 

been employed productively by various social policy organizations in recent years .110 As 

should be clear now, a theory of collective character takes a distinct approach. It begins 

with a theory of collective well-being and then investigates its relationship to a particular 

subset of institutions that determine the moral character of the collective. The difference 

is akin to the difference between virtue consequentialism (e.g., Bradley 2005), on one 

hand, and Aristotelian virtue ethics on the other. 

2.1 METAPHYSICS OF COLLECTIVE CHARACTER 
A major reason that Plato’s approach never gained traction in due to the 

seemingly mysterious notion of collective character. In the analytic tradition, reductive 

considerations urge a sparse ontology. And the reductive implication is that all the 

interesting observations about moral character are to be found at the scale of the 

individual. Insofar as collectives even have moral characters, they will (and should) just 

                                                
110 As in Collective Eudaimonism, they assume a notion of collective well-being as aggregate individual 
well-being. 
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inherit the character traits of their constituent members. If individuals should be 

courageous, then presumably collectives should be courageous, as well. And since 

producing courageous collectives requires producing courageous individuals, presumably 

we can just focus our attention on virtue ethics and a good collective character will 

follow. Naturally, I will be resisting these assumptions below. The first task is to allay 

concerns that CE requires adopting a controversial metaphysics of collective 

intentionality. 

Notably, metaphysicians have become significantly less prudish in recent years 

about ascribing intentional states and attitudes to collectives. There is now a cottage 

industry in metaphysics and action theory that addresses the relationship between 

individual intentions/beliefs/emotions and the intentions/beliefs/emotions of the 

collectives they constitute. The central question in this literature is whether the latter 

attitudes are properly ascribed to individuals as a group or whether the relevant 

intentionality is had solely by the constituent members (Gilbert 1989, 2000, Searle 1990; 

Tuomela 1995, 2007; Bratman 1999). In very recent years, this problem has been applied 

to collective character traits, as well (Fricker 2010). After all, we commonly refer to and 

critique the moral characters of collectives when we make claims about aggressive 

Philosophy Departments or sexist corporations or hostile nations. Those who would 

defend a non-summative or non-reductive account of collective character would have us 

consider cases like the ‘fair-minded jury’ in which every individual member is 

prejudiced, but their prejudices balance each other in a way that renders the collective 

fair-minded in its deliberative process. Arguably, the best explanation for that jury’s 

verdict will make essential reference to a property possessed exclusively by the 

collective, but not by any individual member.111 That such properties feature essentially 

in our best explanations is often taken to be a consideration for ascribing them an 
                                                
111 Similarly, we know from studies of collective behavior that intelligent groups are not necessarily 
composed of mostly or strictly intelligent members. Instead, the most intelligent groups are composed of 
members who manifest a particular combination of traits, including, but not restricted to intelligence 
(Woolley et al (2010).  
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ontological status that is distinct from the constituent members. But more importantly, it 

suggests that, in some cases at least, the moral character traits of a collective are not 

inherited straightforwardly from the constituent members. That is, we can observe novel 

character properties at the scale of the collective that factor productively in prediction and 

explanation of collective action. 

While the metaphysical questions of collective intentionality are of significant 

value, there is no reason proponents of CE must adopt a particular position. We can 

safely set aside concerns about the ontological status of collective agents, as well as 

questions about whether collective character traits are to be understood as properties of a 

population, or as generics applied to a set of individuals in a population. For our 

purposes, all we need to demonstrate is that there are significant explanatory benefits for 

modeling the behavior of collectives with appeals to their character.112 Similarly, we need 

not insist that ‘traffic jams’ are anything over and above the emergent behavior of 

individual drivers to be warranted in including them in our explanatory models.  

In fact, roadway engineering is a fairly good analogy for Collective 

Eudaimonism. In both cases, we are interested in identifying a novel set of principles that 

describe emergent patterns in the complex interactions of individuals in a collective. For 

example, traffic ‘jams’ move backward, while all the individual cars move forward. In 

both cases, we are interested in identifying the features of the landscape that promote the 

collective good. Civil engineers have long known that the fatality rate on a highway is 

largely a function of its design, even more than the principles and values internalized by 

its users. Civil engineers seek to identify those features of the roadway – the lighting, 

signage, and road shape – that put drivers in contexts that promote collective welfare. 

Analogously, the goal of CE is to identify the features of the social landscape that put 

individuals in a position to promote collective well-being. 

                                                
112 The less metaphysically prudish are, however, invited to take seriously the idea that ultra-social 
organisms can join together and adopt dispositional traits that are not wholly (or at least productively) 
reducible to their individual members.  
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Ultimately, the main explanatory advantage of adopting the language of collective 

character is that it focuses attention on the emergent113 behavior of individuals in a 

collective, rather than the intentional actions of those individuals. This proves useful 

because the former is frequently overlooked as an explanation of collective action. This 

tendency is related to the ‘fundamental attribution error,’ which is the tendency put undue 

emphasis on the role of individual traits and intentions in evaluating actions, rather than 

on the situational effects present in the environment (Jones and Harris 1967).114 This 

feature of our psychology often obscures the extent to which collective behavior is the 

result of institutional pressures that favor an outcome that was often intended by no 

specific member. For example, some scholars have argued that the intransigency of the 

U.S. Congress is not so much a function of its intransigent members, but rather largely 

attributable to the way our election institutions filter out candidates (Fiorina and 

Levendusky 2006; Jacobson 2004).115 Primary elections tend to turn out voters at the 

fringes of political parties, which has the effect of rewarding more extreme candidates, 

which populates the U.S. Congress with individuals with polarized views, and thus 

contributes to the intransigency of the collective. If we are to have much hope in 

changing the behavior of Congress, it is crucial to understand how its character traits 

emerge from institutional facts. Still, to be clear, nothing in this project requires that talk 

of collective character is more than a useful heuristic for describing how aggregates of 

individual decisions manifest enduring social practices that reliably influence the moral 

reasoning of (and in) a collective.  

                                                
113 We are only referring to ‘weak emergence,’ in which some new property (not entity) arises as a result of 
interactions at a smaller scale (e.g., the wetness of water emerges from the interactions of its non-wet 
constituent parts).  

114 In fact, humans are so strongly disposed to identify and evaluate intentions that we are prone to imbue 
them in places we know they do not belong (e.g., malfunctioning computers, jammed vending machines, 
etc.). 

115 Some scholars have recently challenged this explanation (Shigeo, Snyder Jr., Ansolabehere, and 
Hansen. 2010). 
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2.1 COLLECTIVE CHARACTER TRAITS SUPERVENE ON A SET OF INSTITUTIONS 
In traditional virtue ethics, the moral dispositions of individual agents supervene 

on a set of mental processes; these are the cognitive and environmental substrates that are 

the determinants or ‘realizers’ of human character traits.116 As already noted, the moral 

dispositions of collectives are generally thought to supervene on a set of institutional 

practices; these are the virtues/vices of an agent writ large.  

The definition of an institution is as contentious as any interesting philosophical 

concept, but we can understand them relatively unproblematically here as the enduring 

social practices of a population, its “interlocking double-structure of social roles and 

practices” (North 1990). For our purposes, we will also make use of the familiar 

distinction between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ institutions. Formal institutions, such as a 

university or sports franchise, are typically conceived as organized structures governed 

by policies, regulations or laws that are explicitly codified and enforced by actors with 

specialized roles (North 1990, Ostrom 1990). These are typically contrasted with 

informal institutions, such as shaking hands or buying gifts to mark birthdays, which are 

the implicit customs and traditions enforced endogenously by members of the population 

(Ostrom 1990). Informal institutions are typically external to the state, and they are not so 

much designed by policy leaders as they are constructed by the emergent behavior of 

individual actors. For example, when it was standard in corporations to conduct 

backroom business in social settings and thus tacitly exclude women, these collectives 

adopted an enduring social practice (an informal institution) that helped determine or 

realize a sexist corporate character.117 So while most employees in those organizations 

                                                
116 There remains an active debate in the literature regarding the extent to which the relevant determinants 
are mostly cognitive or mostly environmental. 

117 Moreover, there is growing consensus that informal institutions play a driving role in propagating 
changes in the formal institutions of a population, though the mechanisms of institutional change are still 
very much in dispute (Kingston and Caballero 2009).  
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were not involved in designing or enforcing gender-related policy, many were involved 

in constructing an informal social practice that institutionalized particular gender 

relations. As will become clearer below, CE is primarily concerned with the particular set 

of informal institutions that largely determine collective moral character.  

3. IDENTIFYING THE MORAL INSTITUTIONS 
In virtue ethics, not every dispositional trait is thought to be part of one's moral 

character. For example, the disposition to be generous is part of one’s moral character, 

but the disposition to be thirsty is not. The moral character traits are those traits that are 

morally valuable, and they are morally valuable because they factor significantly in 

moral reasoning. Extending this view, a collective character trait is an institutional 

practice that is morally valuable because it factors significantly in collective moral 

reasoning. Let us call the subset of institutions that play this role the ‘moral institutions.’ 

The content of Collective Eudaimonism is body of knowledge that describes how 

properties of the moral institutions impact the indicators of flourishing human collectives. 

The aim of this section is to identify the moral institutions.  

One promising strategy for identifying the moral institutions is to observe the 

typical determinants of individual moral character and then look for the institutions in 

collectives that have the function of shaping these determinants. We might plausibly 

expect that the institutions that shape individual moral character in a population are likely 

to be some of the same institutions that bear most strongly on collective moral reasoning. 

We pursue that strategy in the rest of the section. 

3.1 THE DETERMINANTS OF MORAL CHARACTER 
So what are the typical (non-biological)118 determinants of individual moral 

character? Somewhat surprisingly, thinkers have targeted essentially the same general 

processes since antiquity: the behavioral dispositions that get habituated in childhood, 

features of the social networks individuals inhabit, and aspects of the cultural narratives 

                                                
118 We are setting aside biological/genetic determinants of moral character. 
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we internalize119 (Narváez and Lapsley 2009). In this section, I propose a more specific 

list of determinants informed by a broad examination of contemporary moral psychology. 

3.2 CHILDHOOD HABITUATION 
 While it is now widely recognized that all phenotypic traits emerge from a 

combination of biological and environmental processes, there is now wide agreement that 

an individual's genetic inheritance sets the parameter space within which a moral 

character can develop (Narváez and Lapsley 2009).120 But while our biology sets the 

parameters of character formation, it has been recognized since at least Aristotle's time 

that childhood constitutes a crucial window in which habit formation can have a 

significant influence on where in that parameter space an individual lands (Shonkoff, 

Phillips 2000).121 The first few years of life represent a crucial window of early learning 

in which reinforced neural pathways become habits that determine the trajectory of an 

individual's character development. Moreover, as Aristotle also predicted, the 

emotional/affective dispositions habituated in this early window are particularly 

important. Since much of adult moral reasoning is influenced by affective processes, the 

development of these of emotional pathways is widely thought to be crucial to the 

formation of good moral character (Narváez and Lapsley 2009). As with language 

learning, it is not that individuals cannot acquire new emotional capacities later in life, 

but there are genuine neurophysiological reasons for why it is and significantly more 

difficult to do so.  

                                                
119 Again, we are only referring to the typical determinants of moral character. Individuals’ characters 
might also be shaped by a severe blow to the head or a disease or malnutrition, but these are not the typical 
determinants of moral character in contemporary societies.  

120 Neuroscientists have observed that shortly after birth, the human brain is the site of a fit of "biological 
exuberance.” During this early developmental period, brain connections form at a rate that far exceeds the 
rate at which connections are lost. This fit of exuberance — the period when synapse formation outstrips 
synapse elimination — seems to be confined to the first three years of life (Rakic and Huttenlocher). 

121 Consider, for example, the old Jesuit precept: “Give me the child until he is seven and I will give you 
the man." 
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3.3 PROPERTIES OF SOCIAL NETWORKS 
As many have lamented, by the time individuals become adults, their moral 

characters have become significantly rigidified.122 This is the inconvenient truth of virtue 

ethics; once an individual is old enough to gain theoretical knowledge of the virtues, their 

capacity for character development is already largely fixed. However, even in adulthood, 

some significant determinants of moral character remain. The first, also noted by 

Aristotle, regards the structure of human social networks. It is common knowledge that 

the characters of our consociates have a significant impact on our own, a point 

highlighted by Aristotle’s insistence that eudaimonia requires the cultivation of a 

particular type of friendship grounded in virtue. These observations are supported by a 

vast literature on conformity that highlights the extent to which humans mimic the beliefs 

and values of their cohorts (Asch 1956, Cialdini and Trost 1998, Zimbardo 2007).  

Crucially, though, it is not just whom we interact with that shapes our behavior, 

but how we conceive the nature of these relationships – whether, for example, we see our 

consociates as in-group members or out-group members, as superiors or subordinates, as 

transactors or reciprocators. In fact, of all the environmental features that influence moral 

reasoning, the social-relational properties of a context are widely thought to be the most 

powerful determinants of moral deliberation outcomes (Haidt 2001; Bargh and Williams 

2006). A research program led by Alan Fiske (Fiske 1992, 1993a, 1993b; Haslam, 2004) 

describes how these social relational properties psychologically motivate particular 

coordination schemas beneath conscious awareness (see Chapter 1).123 For example, 

                                                
122 Consider a characteristically cranky Plato in the Republic: “no instruction aiming at an ideal contrary to 
the training they give has ever produced, or will ever produce, a different type of character...You may be 
sure that, in the present state of society, any character that escapes and comes to good can only have been 
saved by some miraculous interposition.” 

123 According to Fiske’s theory, for any given social interaction, we classify it either as an Authority 
Ranking relationship between superiors and subordinates (e.g., parent/child, coach/player, mentor/mentee, 
officer/soldier), or as an Equality Matching relationship predicated on maintaining a balance of perceived 
goods (e.g., friends, reciprocators, turn-takers, voters), or as a Communal Sharing relationship in which 
individuals perceive their interests as intertwined with the groups’ interests (e.g., military platoons, 
teammates, lovers), or as a Market Pricing relationship structured around a transaction of perceived goods 
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when we perceive that a consociate is a social equal, we are psychologically motivated to 

adopt a mode of interaction that involves an equal distribution/pursuit of goods. For 

example, two friends sharing a pitcher of beer are often inclined to keep their glasses at 

relatively equal levels. Changing the social-relational context can therefore have a 

significant impact on the moral behavior that individuals manifest, as the Milgram 

experiment (1963) famously demonstrated with authority relationships, and the Stanford 

Prison Experiments (Zimbardo 1973) demonstrated with in-group affiliations.  

3.4 INTERNALIZED CULTURAL NARRATIVES 
The third major determinant of moral character is more distinctly cultural. 

Different communities propagate different ‘cultural models’ of good human lives that get 

internalized via exposure. In the social sciences, cultural models are “presupposed, taken-

for-granted models of the world that are widely shared….by the members of a society 

and that play an enormous role in their understanding of that world and their behavior in 

it” (Holland and Quinn 1987). For example, we are increasingly aware of how cultural 

models of beauty have dramatically shaped the bodies that individuals pursue, as well as 

our increasingly negative assessments of the bodies we have (Grogan 2007).124  

More importantly for our purposes, individuals internalize cultural models of core 

human social roles, such as ‘man,’ ‘woman,’ ‘friend,’ ‘husband,’ and ‘wife’. And we 

internalize these models by exposure to a set of ‘cultural archetypes,’ the individuals 

(both real and fictional) that exemplify the good-making properties of the relevant social 

role. In traditional societies, these cultural archetypes were transmitted through the 

community’s oral and written histories via the ancestors and heroes whose actions 

                                                                                                                                            
(e.g., buyer/seller, employer/employee, lawyer/client). While different cultures have different rules 
governing when each of these relationships is instantiated, the theory proposes that all cultures utilize the 
same four categories, and they all bring to bear the same general expectations for the modes of behavior 
appropriate to each one (Fiske 1992, 1993b, 2000; Fiske & Haslam, 2005).  

124 It is widely thought that the body types of action heroes and models have had a significant and 
generally detrimental impact in shaping the body type that individuals pursue (Grogan 2007).  
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exemplified the qualities of the relevant role. Consider, for example, the influence of 

Achilles in traditional Greek culture, or the Buddha in Southeast Asian culture, or Jesus 

of Nazareth in Christian populations. We might imagine that Nietzsche’s (1883) 

conception of the ubermencsh is a concerted attempt to outline a cultural archetype to 

oppose the Judeo-Christian version.  

In contemporary societies, cultural archetypes are more diverse, more secular, and 

increasingly constructed by the cultural narratives of consumer media. While the 

literature on conformity highlights the extent to which we mimic the beliefs and values of 

our perceived cohorts, we know humans are significantly more inclined to mimic the 

beliefs and values of individuals perceived to have high social status or prestige, such as 

those individuals and ideas featured in popular media.125 Indeed, one of the central tenets 

of ‘cultural transmission theory’ involves the relative fecundity of cultural variants that 

are modeled by prestigious individuals (Boyd and Richerson 2008). This is a feature of 

our psychology frequently exploited by advertisers when they pair their products with 

athletes and actors.  

Our sensitivity to cultural archetypes is why feminist ethicists are rightly 

concerned when our films consistently portray weak female characters, or when male 

heroes are only ‘strong silent types,’ for we have good reason to believe that that these 

forms of life get internalized and replicated via exposure.126 Similarly, this is why it is not 

at all trivial that sitcoms portray positive gay characters, or that we have more female 

philosophers in classrooms, or that Jackie Robinson was allowed to play baseball. These 

individuals make significant contributions to our cultural archetypes, and these 

archetypes play a major and often underappreciated role in determining moral behavior.  

                                                
125 In the sense used here, ‘status’ refers only to the perceived social standing of individuals and need not 
be tied to any explicit distinctions between castes or classes.  

126 More positively, this is also why sports heroes like Jackie Robinson and Michael Jordan played such a 
vital role in reshaping racial attitudes. 
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3.5 THE MORAL INSTITUTIONS  
Recall that our plan was to identify the moral institutions by first identifying some 

of the major determinants of individual moral character and then discerning the social 

practices in a collective that have the function of shaping these determinants. These will 

constitute the moral institutions. Arguably, every sufficiently complex human collective 

has the following set of moral institutions: 

1. Character Education: the social practices in a population that determine the 

affective habits habituated in developing agents. 

Different moral communities accentuate different affective habits in youth – from the 

Spartan practice of advocating emotional detachment, to the Chinese practice of instilling 

deference, to the 20th-century western practice of extolling self-esteem. Though 

philosophical interest in character education has waned dramatically in modern times, 

these social practices have been the subject of sustained moral inquiry since antiquity 

(Plato’s Republic, Confucius’ Analects, Rousseau 1762, Dewey 1909, Carr 2008, Peters 

1981, Lickona 1996, Carr and Steutel 2012).  

 

2. Philia: the social practices in a population that determine the structure of human 

social networks.  

We might usefully borrow the Greek term, philia, to refer to the set of practices that 

determine how a community structures their social networks. These include the social 

practices that determine how individuals form and structure their personal relationships. 

Consider that the practices involving the formation of personal relationships have 

changed dramatically in recent decades with the advent of personal entertainment (e.g., 

television and internet), as famously documented in Robert Putnam's Bowling Alone 

(2000). Equally important are the social practices that determine how individuals regulate 

their relationships. These are the practices that dictate who, for example, is conceived as 

an in-group member and who is an out-group member, who is a subordinate and who is a 

superior, who is a reciprocator and who is a transactor.  
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Philosophical investigations of philia have a long tradition in normative theory, as 

well. Aristotle, in particular, spends a significant portion of Book VIII of the 

Nicomachean Ethics discussing the structure of human social relationships and their 

contribution to human well-being.127 In modern political theory, discussions of philia 

have tended to focus on the nature of the ‘civic friendship,’ the relationship that binds 

citizens in a polis, which is at the heart of the debate between Communitarians and 

Liberals (Bellah et al 1985, Sandel 1996). 

3. Cultural Archetypes: the social practices in a population that determine the cultural 

models of the core social roles that are propagated through consumer media.  

Ethical inquiry regarding cultural archetypes has a long tradition in moral 

philosophy, as well. Plato, in particular, spends a considerable amount of Book III in the 

Republic concerned with the impact of popular media on the moral character of the polis 

with famously pessimistic conclusions128, while Aristotle’s Poetics suggests a more 

positive role for popular art in moral development, an idea championed in recent years by 

Martha Nussbaum (1990, 1995). These institutions are of increasing moral significance. 

Compared to previous generations, individuals are inundated with consumer media, much 

of it constructed and funded by advertisers with a vested interest in propagating cultural 

archetypes that promote particular economic and political interests.  

                                                
127 In particular, Aristotle argues that a specific type of personal relationship structured around virtue, 
which he calls a perfect friendship, is crucial to human flourishing. 

128 The following is a selection of Plato’s concerns: “A good portrait of the gods and heroes will show 
them as worthy and exalted beings — but poets such as Homer and Hesiod often tell tales of the gods and 
heroes fighting and bickering and acting immorally [e.g., 390b-391e]. A moral citizen’s soul will be 
composed and dignified — but many musical modes stir us up inside and make us jangled and unsettled 
[398e-400d.]. * A strong and moral man will not grieve the death of a friend by moaning and wailing like a 
woman — but poets regularly have their characters issue long, pathetic lamentations [387d-388d]. * 
Courageous men are willing to die in battle — but the poets tell scary stories about the afterlife and make 
us fear death [386b-d]. * A proper moral of the story will teach that good people meet good ends and bad 
men meet bad ends [613d-614a] — but tragic poets have will often have bad men profit and protagonists 
fail and suffer despite their virtues [392b].” 
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3.6 FEATURES OF THE MORAL INSTITUTIONS  
There is no reason to insist that the aforementioned institutions are the only ones 

that shape the moral character of a population. Rather, the suggestion is that these are the 

most significant, proximate institutions that shape collective character. So while there is 

no doubt that economic institutions play a major role in shaping the character of a 

population, even the Marxist should agree that that they do so largely via the institutions 

we have just identified; that is, by shaping the dispositions we inculcate, the way we 

construct our social networks, and which cultural models of the good life get propagated.  

Notice, as well, that the moral institutions are constituted largely by informal, 

rather than formal social practices. In most modern Western societies, there are no 

official state-run bodies or specialized public roles whose job it is to dictate the emotional 

habits we instill in youth, or the way we structure our social networks or the cultural 

archetypes we propagate.129 To be sure, formal institutions, such as the public schools, 

play a significant role in propagating and legitimizing these informal practices, but it is 

noteworthy that typical individuals, rather than policymakers, make a significant 

contribution to their shape. This feature of the view will become important later when 

return to the practical applications of CE. 

As already noted, these social practices have historically been the proper domain 

of moral philosophy. Indeed, character education, philia, and cultural archetypes are 

among the primary concerns in both the Republic and the Nicomachaean Ethics. Yet, 

these domains have been largely marginalized in modern normative theory. The neglect 

of character education provides a particularly telling example. For all the lip service paid 

to character education in the virtue ethics tradition, philosophers ultimately produced 

                                                
129 It is certainly true that some character education happens in public schools (i.e., formal institutions), but 
the crucial window of habituation is largely before individuals are old enough to enter formal institutions, 
which is to say that the moral institution of Character Education is largely to a set of social practices 
between parents/caretakers and their children.  
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remarkably little describing the content or methods appropriate to the development of 

good characters, a complaint echoed by the few virtue ethicists, like David Car and Jan 

Steutel, who do take that project seriously. In fact, contemporary compendiums on virtue 

ethics often leave out character education altogether, and even the typically thorough 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy contains no entry on the topic. That normative 

project was largely outsourced to educational psychology, though almost certainly 

prematurely, as that research domain is widely regarded as theoretically disjointed and 

empirically suspect (Smagorinsky and Taxel 2005; Ruby and Doolittle 2010; Institute of 

Education Sciences 2010). To wit, that discipline was largely responsible for propagating 

the ‘self-esteem movement’ in which parents and educators were taught to inflate 

individuals’ self worth on the basis of evidence correlating self-esteem with indicators of 

good human lives. The unfortunate result was a generation of youth systematically 

insulated from experiencing failure and thus underprepared to handle adversity later in 

life. Further research would later suggest that the relationship had been reversed; self-

esteem appears to be a reliable outcome of good lives, not a reliable cause (Seligman 

1995). Moral philosophy played little part in promoting or resisting the self-esteem 

movement, despite the fact that character development is taken to be an important issue 

in normative theory and despite the fact that there is a relevant philosophical literature on 

the subject of pride (Taylor 1985) that might have proven illuminating.  

A similar trend of neglect characterizes the other moral institutions.130 In recent 

years, normative ethics has instead been exceptionally concerned with comparing the 

outcomes of principles of right action in rather atypical cases (see the vast trolley 

literature), and in cataloging and analyzing the virtues and their relationship to one other. 

For its part, political philosophy, still operating under the long shadow cast by Rawls, has 

focused primarily on identifying the fundamental principles of political justice. In the 

                                                
130 Discussions of philia within moral philosophy have tended to focus on whether the duties of special 
consideration to friends and family are consistent with the impartiality demanded of mainstream normative 
traditions (e.g., utilitarianism and Kantian deontology).  
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space between the principles of right action and the principles of political justice is a set 

of low-level social institutions that got largely neglected by normative theorists, and yet 

which likely constitute some of the most significant determinants of human moral 

reasoning.131 I am suggesting that they are promising candidates to be revived and 

wedded into a distinct normative project with significant practical application.  

4. NORMATIVE GROUNDING  
Once we have identified the moral institutions, the next task is to identify their 

good-making properties. That is the aim of this section. In the Aristotelian tradition, the 

good-making properties of a dispositional trait are evaluated with regard to its 

contribution to human well-being. Similarly in CE, the good-making properties of the 

moral institutions are evaluated with regard to their contribution to collective well-being. 

It will come to no one's surprise that philosophers lack a unified theory of individual 

well-being, let alone a theory that applies to collectives. However, I will be suggesting 

that we do not need such a theory. What we need instead – and what I will argue we 

already have – is a body of knowledge that describes some of the reliable indicators of 

collective well-being. The content of Collective Eudaimonism will consist in a set of 

principles or regularities between the moral institutions and these reliable indicators of 

flourishing human collectives. 

4.1 THE INDICATORS OF COLLECTIVE WELL-BEING 
Although we more commonly refer to individual rather than collective well-being, 

the latter can be understood fairly straightforwardly as a measure of the aggregate well-

being of its constituent members. Populations with high well-being are ones in which 

most or all of its members are flourishing.132 The literature on well-being has been 

                                                
131 Of course, these are only general trends. Good philosophy is being done in the relevant areas and we 
will have more to say about this literature below. 

132 Although there will certainly be vague cases, I see no reason to think that this is problematic so long as 
there are plenty of clear-cut cases. For example, there is abundant reason to think that populations in war-
torn areas, like modern-day Mali, exhibit low collective well-being.  



 123 

undergoing a renaissance in recent years, propelled, in large part, by an emerging body of 

empirical research from the young discipline of positive psychology (see Seligman 2000 

for a review). The two disciplines address distinct but related questions. Moral 

philosophers have long been interested in the essentially normative property of well-

being, conceived as that which is non-instrumentally ‘good for’ an agent, while positive 

psychology investigates the properties of human happiness, conceived as a positive state 

of the human organism, and thus not to be confused with what individuals ought to 

pursue or what rationality demands. However, this emerging empirical discipline has 

begun to exert a major influence on the well-being literature, and the result is an 

emerging consensus on certain indicators of population well-being.  

Talk of convergence may seem surprising given the current state of the literature. 

Derek Parfit’s long-standing (1984) three-place taxonomy of theories has, by some 

counts, swelled to five (Haybron 2008). And while there is no consensus on how to parse 

the terrain, one commonly drawn distinction contrasts subjective and objective theories of 

well-being. The subjective theories include those traditions in which the determinants of 

well-being make essential reference to the agent's own psychological states. The contrast 

is with objective theories, in which the determinants of well-being make essential 

reference to the possession or pursuit of certain goods, independent of the individuals’ 

assessments of these goods. As with many coarse-grained distinctions in philosophy, 

there may be reason for thinking that a final theory of well-being will incorporate both a 

subjective and objective component, but we must shelve this issue for now.  

Within these two broadly defined camps, Dan Haybron identifies five major 

views (2008). The subjective tradition includes ‘hedonistic theories,’ in which well-being 

is determined solely by the manifestations of pleasurable mental states (Bentham 1789). 

Hedonistic theories have fallen out of favor in recent years due to various concerns raised 

by thought experiments that involve everything from ‘experience machines’ to extremely 
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elderly oysters.133 A significantly more popular subjectivist view is the ‘life satisfaction 

view’ on which well-being is grounded in self-assessments of how one’s life is going. 

(Tiberius and Piakias, 2010). This is also the view that many in the positive psychology 

literature appear to assume (Diener and Lucas 1999).134 A third subjectivist tradition is 

the ‘desire-fulfillment view,’ the most common of which holds that well-being depends 

on the satisfaction of the individual’s rationally-informed desires. A close kin of these 

views is Summer’s ‘authentic happiness theory’ (1996) on which well-being is identified 

in terms of rationally-informed and autonomous assessments of life satisfaction.  

In the objective camp, eudaimonistic theories of well-being have become 

increasingly popular. These traditions define well-being in terms of the fulfillment or 

actualization of distinctly human capacities or functions, as exemplified by the 

Aristotelian tradition (see Foot 2001, Hurka 1993, Hursthouse 1999, Kraut 2002, Ryan 

and Deci 2000, 2008, Nussbaum 2000).135 Finally, some philosophers defend ‘objective 

list theories’ on which well-being depends upon the satisfaction of some list of objective 

goods (e.g., friends, accomplishments, etc.). In some cases, it can be difficult to 

distinguish eudaimonistic theories from objective list theories when those lists are 

compiled from empirical considerations of human nature (see, for example, Nussbaum 

and Sen 1993, Arenson 1999, Brink 1989, Gert 1998, Griffin 1986, 2000, Scanlon 1993, 

1999).  

                                                
133 Experience Machine cases have been employed by Robert Nozick (1974) and others to pump the 
intuition that actual pleasant experiences are preferable to the identical pleasant experiences in an 
experience machine, which suggests that the goodness of a life cannot be measured solely in hedonistic 
states. The Long-Living Oyster case is meant to pump the intuition that an oyster’s life would never be 
preferable to a human life even if it lived long enough to accumulate more aggregate utility, which again 
suggest that the value of a human life cannot be measured solely in terms of hedonistic states. 

134 Tiberius and Plakias have recently offered a variant of this view called the “Values-Based Life-
Satisfaction Account” on which life satisfaction “is a positive cognitive/affective attitude towards one's life 
as a whole, and life satisfaction constitutes well-being when it is not defeated by considerations that 
undermine its normative authority.” 

135 Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determination theory specify certain needs that must be fulfilled (such as 
autonomy, self-acceptance, and mastery) for producing human well-being. 
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Importantly, the splintering in the well-being literature belies a crucial 

convergence. Whatever tradition one endorses, there is increasingly good reason to 

concede that happiness (the non-normative property studied by positive psychology) and 

well-being (the normative property studied by philosophers) are highly correlated in the 

actual world. So while happiness and well-being may be metaphysically distinct, there is 

an emerging consensus that the former is a reliable though defeasible guide to the latter. 

Since the mid-1980’s psychologists have been refining an empirical measure of human 

happiness called “subjective well-being” (SWB), which assigns a value to the cognitive 

and/or affective appraisals individuals make about their lives (Diener and Suh 2000).136 

Technically, SWB is a misnomer since it is a psychological measure of happiness, not a 

normative one. But as a psychological measure, SWB has proven to be extremely 

predictive across various studies and methodologies (Diener & Lucas 1999)137 and has 

already earned an important role in contemporary public policy. The United Kingdom, 

for example, employs a National Index of Well-being that includes an SWB measure of 

its population, as does the World Health Organization’s reports on the welfare of various 

nations.138  

For our purposes, the crucial finding is that SWB correlates fairly strongly with 

the properties of good lives that emerge again and again in the philosophical literature. 

Individuals with high SWB are not the satisfied pigs of a naive hedonism; instead, an 
                                                
136 One of the most widely accepted measures of SWB, developed by Ed Diener and his colleagues, 
combines five distinct areas of self-assessment that include: overall life satisfaction, domain-specific 
satisfaction, high positive affect, and low negative affect (Diener et al., 2003: 189).  

137 According to Diener & Lucas (1999: 214), ‘‘Researchers know that the strong form of this 
hypothesis—that SWB judgments reflect only stable and meaningful conditions of people’s lives—is 
untrue. Momentary factors such as current mood and even current weather conditions can affect judgments 
of life satisfaction . . . Yet in spite of these transitory influences, SWB is moderately stableacross situations 
. . . And across the life span . . . Suggesting that long-term SWB does exist.’” 

138 Arguably, we are in a better epistemic position with regard to claims about collective welfare than 
individual welfare. A single individual may misidentify his/her subjective well-being, but if such mistakes 
are not the norm (and we currently have no reason to think that they are), we should fairly get reliable data 
at the level of the collective.  
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emerging body of literature suggests that individuals with high SWB have strong 

networks of authentic personal relationships, regularly engage in meaningful pursuits that 

transcend self-interest, achieve in domains that manifest personal strengths, are generally 

pro-social and altruistic, and have relatively high levels of positive affect and low levels 

of negative affect (Diener & Seligman 2002). A broad examination of the philosophical 

literature shows that these features have long been recognized as crucial components of a 

good life (Tiberius and Piakias 2010).139 Philosophers in the eudaimonist and objective 

list traditions can still plausibly insist that a good life is not identical to a life of high 

SWB. Nonetheless, they can still concede – and have good reason to concede – that 

individuals with high SWB are very likely to be living good lives. Subjectivist theorists 

(i.e., hedonists and life satisfaction theorists) should generally support a tight correlation 

between SWB and well-being, since these traditions define well-being in much the same 

terms typically included in SWB measures. In fact, for some subjective well-being 

theorists, SWB just is a measure of well-being. 

The point is that nearly all the normative traditions can converge on the view that 

the SWB of a population is a reliable measure of the well-being of that population. 

Analogously, metaphysicians can still debate whether pain is ultimately reducible to 

(something like) C-fibers firing, but the vast success of cognitive science has motivated a 

very broad consensus that the presence of firing C-fibers is, in the actual world, a very 

reliable indicator of the presence of a pain state. Even the dualist who denies that these 

states are metaphysically coextensive is under considerable pressure to concede that they 

are highly correlated in the actual world. Similarly, a well-being theorist can still 

maintain that the properties described by the positive psychologists are not identical to 

the fundamentally normative property described by philosophers. But so long as there is a 

sufficiently tight correlation between the two, the empirical property can serve as a proxy 
                                                
139 To be clear, I am suggesting that philosophical investigations of well-being are currently gaining 
momentum due to an emerging empirical science, not getting subsumed by it. There is still important 
philosophical work to be done on the relationship between SWB and well-being, as well as improvement to 
the empirical measures of the former, and philosophers have already contributed positively to both projects. 
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for the philosophically relevant one. This strategy has the pragmatic benefit of remaining 

largely neutral on the true theory of the good, as one of the tenets of the liberal tradition 

is that our principles of justice not enforce a theory of the good on individuals.  

The goal of this section was to highlight the possibility of identifying some 

indicators of population well-being that can be endorsed by a wide variety of normative 

traditions and which can be measured (albeit imperfectly) by a reputable empirical 

science. SWB measures provide one indirect way of measuring the well-being of a 

collective, but they also point to a method for identifying other reliable indicators of 

collective welfare. For example, we have enormous evidence for thinking that positive 

indicators of SWB require the satisfaction of basic human needs (i.e., food, water, 

security). This gives us good reason for thinking that an institutional practice that 

impedes the satisfaction of basic human needs will likely have a negative impact on the 

indicators of collective well-being. The ultimate point is that we do not need a final 

theory of collective well-being before we are in a position to develop practical tools for 

promoting flourishing populations, just as we do not a final theory of pain to begin 

developing methods for measuring and attenuating it. 

4.2 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WELL-BEING AND VIRTUOUS ACTION 
Recall that in Aristotelian virtue ethics, the summum bonum for creatures like us 

is the rational activity of the soul in accordance with virtue. On this account, to flourish 

just is to be a good moral reasoner disposed to virtuous action. This is why the 

Aristotelian virtues are moral rather than merely prudential; pursuing one's own well-

being requires accounting for the well-being of others. While proponents of CE need not 

endorse this strong identity claim between flourishing and virtuous, the view remains 

firmly in the spirit of the Aristotelian tradition by endorsing a tight causal connection 

between these two properties. In fact, the reinforcing relationship between human 

happiness and pro-sociality is one of the few truly encouraging findings in contemporary 
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moral psychology (see Chapter 3).140 So although there is a tendency to think of 

happiness as a state typically caused by the satisfaction of selfish desires, a substantial 

body of research suggests that nearly the opposite is the case. “Happiness appears to 

bring out the best in humans, making them more social, more cooperative, and even more 

ethical” (Kesebir and Diener 2008 pg. 121). Individuals with chronically high or 

experimentally increased positive affect evaluate others more positively and are more 

interested in social interaction (Diener & Seligman, 2004), exhibit more generalized trust 

(Brehm & Rahn, 1997), and respond more appropriately to ethical situations (James & 

Chymis, 2004). Moreover, this link between happiness and ethical practice appears to be 

replicated at the scale of populations. For example, happier nations score higher on 

generalized trust, volunteerism, and democratic attitude (Tov and Diener 2007).  

 One plausible explanation for the link between happiness and virtue is that 

happier individuals manifest far fewer of the negative emotions (e.g., fear, anxiety, and 

self-doubt) from which many of our least admirable moral tendencies emerge. When 

humans are stressed, our coping mechanisms tend to divert cognitive resources toward 

self-protection at the expense of our better natures. But another explanation for the 

correlation between happiness and virtuous action is an essentially Aristotelian one, 

which is that happiness for creatures like us depends, in large part, on being positively 

integrated into a human community. So while most researchers agree that happiness 

requires a steady diet of positive hedonic states, contemporary findings suggests that 

happiness is typically caused by, among other things, the cultivation of authentic personal 

relationships, meaningful and engaging pursuits, and accomplishments in domains that 

utilize our strengths (Seligman 2002). This correlation between happiness and virtue 

seems to accord with anecdotal evidence, as well, for I suspect that when we reflect on 

the happiest people we know we are also calling to mind some of the best people we 

know.  

                                                
140 Again, happiness is not identical to the philosophically relevant property (well-being), but as noted in 
the previous section, there is increasingly good reason for thinking these properties are closely related.  
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The point is this. If we construct moral institutions that promote collective well-

being, we concomitantly pursue one of the most effective ways of promoting virtuous 

action. By embedding individuals in social environments conducive to aggregate well-

being, we situate them in contexts that are also conducive to reliable moral reasoning. So 

while we typically think of political philosophy as the domain concerned with the 

principles of a good society, and normative ethics as concerned with the principles of 

right actions/good lives, Collective Eudaimonism effectively straddles these domains. It 

is a political theory insofar as it is concerned with the structure of social institutions, but 

it is a moral theory insofar as it is concerned with a particular subset of enduring social 

practices, largely external to the state, which shape the social context in ways that 

influence moral deliberation outcomes in (and of) collectives.  

5. THE CONTENT OF COLLECTIVE EUDAIMONISM 
The content of CE is set of regularities or correlations between the structure of the 

moral institutions and the indicators of flourishing human collectives. There is no single 

discipline sufficient to the task of identifying these correlations, which is why CE might 

find a natural home in the emerging interdisciplinary field of empirical moral 

psychology. Moral psychology is the research domain at the intersection of philosophical 

ethics and contemporary social science that is tasked with describing and evaluating 

human functioning in moral contexts. As a relatively new discipline, there remains an 

active debate about how empirical moral psychology is meant to inform traditional 

philosophical ethics (see Chapter 1). Identifying the relationship between the moral 

institutions and population welfare is one promising line of intersection. 

Identifying the relevant correlations is an empirical task, but philosophical ethics 

has at least two crucial roles to play in this project. The first, as mentioned, involves 

clarifying the relationship between the empirical measures of collective welfare and the 

normative measures of collective well-being. While we have good reason to believe that 

these properties are tightly correlated, it is crucial to identify how and when they come 

apart, and philosophers are already making significant contributions to that project 
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(Haybron, 2007, Schwarz & Strack, 1999, Tiberius and Plakias 2010). The other role for 

moral philosophers involves transforming the content of Collective Eudaimonism into 

prescriptions of social policy. Collective Eudaimonism is tasked with identifying the 

properties of flourishing collectives, but it is not a theory of collective action, and so it 

does not propose to specify which of the ways of promoting collective well-being are 

permissible or obligatory. That fundamentally normative task is the proper domain of 

philosophical ethics. Fortunately, as discussed in Chapter 3, there is a considerable 

degree of overlapping consensus with regard to the theory of collective action appropriate 

to public policy organizations (typically, some form of preference utilitarianism). We will 

have more to say about the practical application of CE in the final section. 

Like the principles of the social sciences, the content of Collective Eudaimonism 

will involve claims at a relatively high level of generality. The correlation between 

women’s education and population welfare is indicative of the generality of the moral 

principles derivable at the relevant scale, but as that example highlights, the generality 

need not be a constraint on its practicability. Still, the regularities of CE do not propose to 

be universal claims about all human populations at all times, but rather general heuristics 

about contemporary collectives with significant predictive and explanatory power. One is 

reminded of Aristotle's point that we should not demand more precision than is warranted 

from the study of ethics.141 Like the virtue ethics tradition, CE begins with a realistic view 

of the world as we actually find it, and then aims to discern a set of regularities for 

making it better, not for making it best.  

Still, there is a worry that any putative links between the moral institutions and 

flourishing populations will be akin to ‘just-so stories’ in being relatively easy to invent, 

but difficult to properly evince. Such concerns are warranted, of course, but they can be 

mitigated in the same way that they are in similarly general disciplines, by requiring that 

the claims of the theory earn their justification via cross-disciplinary convergence. The 
                                                
141 “Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much clearness as the subject-matter admits of, for 
precision is not to be sought for alike in all discussions, any more than in all the products of the crafts.” 
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reason we can be fairly confident that the link between women's education and 

population welfare is not a mere just-so story is that the claim is consistent with a variety 

of observations across psychology, sociology, and ethical theory. The heuristics of 

Collective Eudaimonism must earn their justification by triangulating observations across 

normative and scientific domains.  

5.1 PROMISING RESEARCH TRAJECTORIES 
While this is not the venue to defend any particular principles of CE, it will go 

some way toward legitimizing the approach if we can identify some promising research 

trajectories that make clear the project’s promise. We turn briefly to a few examples 

below. 

5.2 CHARACTER EDUCATION 
One promising line of inquiry in the domain of character education involves 

identifying the affective capabilities conducive to positive indicators of population well-

being. This domain is poised for revitalization by the maturing discipline of 

developmental psychology.142 In recent years, cognitive scientists have begun to identify 

a set of emotional capabilities that are highly correlated with good human lives, but 

which do not appear on the traditional lists of virtues in the philosophical literature. One 

well-studied disposition is called ‘emotional resilience’, which refers to the capacity to 

manage negative emotions.143 Research shows that this capacity has a cascading effect on 

the quality of a human life, since mismanaged emotions have a tendency to disrupt long-

                                                
142 Throughout much of 20th-century, developmental psychology was dominated by – or perhaps mired in 
– rationalist approaches to moral development, as exemplified by the Kohlbergian tradition (1981) in which 
the development of moral character was conceived largely as a multi-stage process of internalizing rational 
principles of permissible action. But in the latter half of the 20th century, the mounting evidence against 
rationalism in cognitive science ushered in an ‘affective revolution’, and contemporary researchers now 
operate under the assumption that our moral character is determined largely by affective processes 
operating beneath conscious awareness. 

143 More precisely, emotional resilience is a two-dimensional construct involving individuals’ exposure to 
adversity and their positive adjustment outcomes to that adversity. 
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term planning. There are several large-scale experiments underway, including one 

involving much of the U.S. Army, testing the impact of emotional resilience training on 

the SWB of populations (Seligman 2012). A similarly impressive body of work is 

emerging on ‘grit,’ the tendency to sustain interest and effort in pursuing long-term goals 

(Duckworth et al 2007).144 So although related traits like ‘perseverance’ do show up on 

some traditional lists of virtues (see Mathew 7:7-11), an emerging body of research in 

developmental psychology suggest that those patterns of behavior emerge from more 

robust dispositions that we are only recently uncovering. Again, identifying the 

correlations between these emotional capacities and population welfare is an empirical 

task, but transforming this body of knowledge into social policy is a fundamentally 

normative one that involves taking a position on, among other things, which affective 

capacities can be permissibly inculcated in the public institutions of a liberal democracy.  

5.3 PHILIA 
A promising line of inquiry in the domain of Philia involves identifying 

correlations between the social-relational cues in our environment and the indicators of 

flourishing collectives. Pioneering work by social scientists including Alan Fiske, 

Jonathan Haidt, and Daniel Kahneman describes how features of the social-relational 

environment trigger certain coordination schemas beneath conscious awareness. A 

centerpiece of this research is Fiske’s ‘Relational Models Theory’, described in detail in 

Chapter 1, which describes how humans classify their relationships into four categories, 

each of which motivates its own distinct mode of interaction. According to Fiske’s 

model, we classify our social interactions as either involving a hierarchical relationship 

between superiors and subordinates (e.g., parent/child, coach/player, mentor/mentee, 

officer/soldier), or as an egalitarian relationship between social equals (e.g., friends, 

                                                
144 Many are now familiar with the famous ‘marshmallow test’ which purports to show how the affective 
capacities related to self-regulation impact positive life outcomes (Mischel, desmet, and Kross 2006). In the 
marshmallow test, children are told that if they resist consuming the marshmallow in front of them, their 
efforts will be rewarded with more marshmallows in some unspecified amount of time. Those children who 
can resist consuming the marshmallow typically do better on a wide variety of life outcomes. 
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reciprocators, turn-takers, voters), or as a communitarian relationship within tightknit 

collectives (e.g., military platoons, teammates, lovers), or, as a transactional relationship 

structured around an exchange of perceived goods (e.g., buyer/seller, 

employer/employee, attorney/client).145 While different cultures have different rules 

governing when each of these relationships is instantiated, all cultures utilize the same 

four social-relational categories, and they all bring to bear the same general expectations 

for the mode of behavior appropriate to each one (Fiske 1992, 1993, Haslam 2004).146  

Importantly, individuals use cues in the social environment to identify the type of 

relationship that is instantiated, and thus the mode of interaction appropriate to the 

context. Many of these cues rely on arrangements in physical space that mimic the 

structure of the instantiated relationship (Fiske 1993). For example, societies typically 

indicate a hierarchical relationship by arranging the superior physically above the 

subordinate: the King sits on a raised throne; the chief dons a tall headdress; corporate 

executives have offices on the top floor; faculty at Oxford and Cambridge dine at ‘high 

table’. Communitarian relationships are typically signaled by accentuating the similarities 

between individuals (e.g., matching uniforms, synchronized marching, shared rituals), 

whereas transactional relationships are often triggered by accentuating a medium of 

exchange, such as money. By altering the social-relational cues into the environment, we 

can dramatically shape individuals’ behavior, as gets demonstrated dramatically in the 

Milgram and Zimbardo experiments, mentioned earlier.  

More recently, researchers have noted how social-relational cues for transactional 

relationships can ‘crowd out’ the expression of pro-social behavior (Frey & Jegen 2001). 

                                                
145 Fiske labels these four relational models: Authority Ranking, Equality Matching, Communal Sharing 
and Market Pricing, respectively.  

146 For example, different cultures may disagree about who is a superior and who is a subordinate, but they 
all share the same general expectations for the mode of interaction appropriate to asymmetric status 
relationships (namely, deference from the subordinate and custodial care from the superior).  
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For example, in one widely reported study, Israeli day care centers that began charging 

parents a late fee for tardy pick-ups saw tardiness increase rather than decrease, as 

parents adopted a mode of interaction that they perceived as appropriate to transactional 

contexts (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000). In a similar study, blood donation organizations 

that began paying individuals for their blood saw their donation numbers go down, not up 

(Mellström, and Johannesson 2008). So while the norms consonant with market-based 

exchange can promote sociality in many contexts, philosophers have long worried that its 

overuse can erode the social ties upon which human communities depend (Marx 

1848/1972, Tönnies 1887/1957, Durkheim 1893/2008, Mauss 1925, Sandel 2012). One 

promising line of inquiry that is continuous with that historical project investigates how 

social-relational cues can promote thriving collectives. For example, we might identify 

the benefits of institutions that explicitly accentuate our shared natures in order to 

motivate the schemas consonant with communitarian relationships. However, as Joshua 

Greene’s research suggests, we should avoid that strategy in contexts where there is a 

salient out-group to exploit (Greene 2013). Greene notes that our communitarian 

tendencies are the flip side of our tribalistic prejudices. In certain contexts, particularly 

those involving perceived scarcity, in-group solidarity can motivate outgroup aggression. 

Identifying these subtleties is one of the central tasks of CE.147 

5.4 CULTURAL ARCHETYPES 
Contemporary researchers working at the intersection of critical theory, sociology 

and applied ethics have been interested in identifying and evaluating the cultural 

archetypes transmitted through consumer and popular media. For example, there is a 

rapidly expanding literature identifying and evaluating the cultural archetypes of 

                                                
147 Another promising line of inquiry involving Philia involves the moral impact of social media on the 
way individuals manage and mediate their social networks (e.g., Froding and Peterson 2012). Many 
thinkers are concerned with the challenge of cultivating meaningful relationships or functioning 
democracies when individuals are increasingly immersed in curated virtual worlds. Moreover, it is known 
that our level of happiness is sensitive to our perception of the comparison class (i.e., how we think our 
peers are doing in relation to us). Social media often distorts our perception of the comparison class, since 
individuals tend to self-present their best news, prettiest friends, and most exciting vacations.  
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womanhood that have propagated through Western culture (Welter 1966, Burstyn 1980, 

Cogan 1989), as well as a growing literature on the cultural conception of the good 

mate/spouse (Buss, Shackelford, Kirkpatrick, and Larsen, 2001).  

Increasingly, researchers can draw on a variety of theoretical models in ‘social 

network analysis148 (Scott and Carrington 2011) and ‘cultural transmission theory’149 

(Boyd and Richerson 2008) that help predict how (and which) cultural variants propagate 

through human social networks. We are position to pursue a relatively precise line of 

inquiry, the aim of which is to identify the content of the major cultural archetypes and 

evaluate them with regard to our best theory of the collective good. Moreover, this is a 

task for which philosophers are fairly well-suited, for it involves extracting the latent 

philosophical content from a large body of cultural variants and evaluating its moral 

impact.  

 The endgame need not involve constructing new archetypes. Many of the 

benefits of this inquiry accrue from the investigation itself; we gain much-needed critical 

space from our cultural archetypes by drawing our attention to their existence, content 

and impact. We have already noted the timeliness of this inquiry, given our increasing 

exposure to archetypes designed to promote certain economic and political interests. 

Advertising psychologists have become frighteningly adept at propagating certain 

economic values through popular culture. Philosophers have yet to make a proportional 

investment in understanding how this process operates with regard to moral values. That 

inquiry constitutes a central task in CE. 

                                                
148 Social network analysis is the theoretical approach that models our relationships as networks with 
individuals as nodes, and then aims to discern, among other things, patterns in the way cultural variants 
flow through these nodes. 

149 Developed largely by Robert Boyd and Peter Richerson, cultural transmission theory is the discipline 
that applies population genetics to the adaptive and selective principles of human culture. One of the central 
aims is to identify the properties of cultural variants that make them conducive to being transmitted (see 
Henrich & mcelreath 2003 for an overview).  
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Again, the goal of this section was not to defend any particular principle of 

Collective Eudaimonism, but simply to gesture at a way of merging contemporary social 

science with traditional philosophical ethics into a coherent and distinctly practicable 

normative project. The extent of its practicability is the subject of the following section. 

See Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of practicability in normative ethics, more 

broadly. 

6. PRACTICABILITY 
Since the Enlightenment, many normative ethicists have labored under the 

assumption that the practical function of the discipline is to provide a decision procedure 

that can reliably guide deliberation in any  case of moral decision-making. In recent 

decades, philosophers have become increasingly disillusioned with the prospects for that 

project, and such concerns were a major factor in the virtue ethics revival of the mid-20th 

century (Hursthouse 1999). But refocusing on character did not turn out to be the panacea 

for the discipline that many had hoped, and by the turn of the 20th century, the rift 

between theoretical and practical ethics seemed just as striking. In many universities, 

tellingly, the respective practitioners begun inhabiting distinct departmental space. The 

suggestion of this section is that CE might help bridge the theoretical pursuits of 

normative ethics with the practical pursuits of applied ethics. 

Applied Ethics is the domain of normative theory that addresses contemporary 

moral debates, and as such, it is typically concerned with issues of collective action. In 

applied ethics, we are rarely asking whether Sally should have an abortion, but whether 

abortions should be permissible in a liberal democracy. These issues of social policy are 

the proper domain of a theory of collective action. Virtue ethicists point out that we are 

better equipped to engage in moral reasoning as individuals when we know something 

about what is good for individuals. Similarly, I argue, we are better equipped to engage in 

collective moral reasoning when we know something about what is good for a 
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collective.150 In CE, that requires having a general understanding of how features of our 

moral institutions impact the indicators of population welfare. After all, it seems 

reasonable to think that if we are to make informed decisions about the proper treatment 

of criminals or sensible drug policy, for example, it we would be wise to know something 

about how characters are formed and deformed, how social-relational contexts shape 

moral reasoning, and how the cultural archetypes we internalize promote particular life 

paths. To be an admirable moral agent in the contemporary world, it is no longer enough 

to be savvy at selecting one's course of action. The complexities of contemporary moral 

life require that we also be astute socio-political reasoners who are sensitive to the way 

social environments promote collective welfare. Nobel Prize economist, Elinor Ostrom, 

references de Tocqueville on a related point, “When de Tocqueville discussed the 'art and 

science of association,' he was referring to the crafts learned by those who had solved 

ways of engaging in collective action to achieve a joint benefit. Some aspects of the 

science of association are both counterintuitive and counter-intentional, and thus must be 

taught to each generation as part of the culture of a democratic citizenry” (1996 pg. 1).  

Arguably, then, virtue ethicists were right to highlight the practical benefits of 

widening our focus to an examination of moral character; they just targeted the wrong 

scale. By scaling up, we shift attention to the dispositions of human collectives that 

conduce to their well-being, and this body of knowledge is well-suited to the challenges 

that characterize contemporary moral life.151 But as should be clear now, Collective 

                                                
150 That point applies across the consequentialist and deontic divide, for the Kantian also allows that facts 
about well-being inform our ability to know what passes the test of the moral law, as well as what is 
entailed by the imperfect duties.  

151 The principles of Collective Eudaimonism can also productively inform individual moral decision-
making. This is because the regularities of collective well-being will often have corollaries at the individual 
scale. If, for example, we have reason to believe that collectives flourish when they have institutions that 
cultivate emotional resilience, we have reason for thinking that individuals flourish when they are 
embedded in institutions that cultivate that trait, as well. We are in a better position to fulfill our duties as 
parents, for example, when we know which traits are conducive to the child’s well-being. Similarly, we are 
in a better position to fulfill our duties as friends when we are knowledgeable about philia institutions, or 
our duties as consumers when we are knowledgeable about cultural archetypes. 
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Eudaimonism is not a deliberation procedure and so it is not designed to return solutions 

to policy questions. It will not tell us what drug policies are permissible or what is a just 

way to punish criminals; rather it provides a body of knowledge for designing social 

environments in which there are, as it were, fewer addicts to treat and criminals to punish.  

Moreover, because of the link between well-being and virtuous action (see 

Section 4.2), CE is also a set of tools for designing the social context in ways that 

promote reliable moral decision-making. Flourishing collectives are built out of 

flourishing individuals, and it is becoming increasingly clear that flourishing individuals 

have an emotional and motivational profile that disposes them to virtuous action (see 

Section 4.2). Since individuals tend to be fairly motivated to pursue their own well-being, 

CE informs a powerful, indirect method of moral education that can be endorsed by a 

wide variety of normative traditions.  

7. CONCLUSION 
The thrust of this project could be summed up as follows: if we want to know why 

people are often unreliable moral decision-makers, the answer is that we often fail to 

develop good moral characters. If we then ask why people often fail to develop good 

moral characters, it is largely because we do not reliably embed them in good institutions. 

But if we ask why individuals are not reliably embedded in good institutions, one answer 

is that we lack a philosophical framework for investigating their good-making properties. 

This project has aimed to sketch such a framework, and to propose why it has the right 

content for a distinctively practicable normative theory that can truly inhabit the world.  
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