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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Cultural Aristotelianism: An Explication and Defense

I think we ought to be Aristotelians about ethics, but not because people are members
of a biological kind, human being, in which there are implicit standards for what counts as a
good member of the kind. Instead, I think evaluations of people and their lives are grounded in
people’s memberships in various non-biological kinds, e.g. philosopher, citizen, and moral
agent, where these evaluations are truth evaluable and at least sometimes true; I am an
Aristotelian cognitive realist.

Before defending this view in my dissertation, I try to weaken the grip other views about
the good might have on us. First, I argue, along with Hume, Peter Geach, J.L. Mackie,
Richard Kraut, Richard Joyce, and others, that we ought to be anti-realists about the property
of being good simpliciter (or good “full stop”, “period” or “sans phrase”), and second, I argue
against Philippa Foot’s, Michael Thompson’s, and Rosalind Hursthouse’s view that we can
ground evaluations of people and their lives in their membership in the biological kind ‘human
being’. From the criticisms I offer I draw two important lesson: i) claims about something
being a good member of its kind does not give rise to the skeptical worries we have about good
simpliciter, and ii) our evaluations of people and their lives often concern their memberships in
non-biological kinds, or as I prefer to put it, cultural kinds. The challenge, then, is this: to
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conceive of what it is to be a good person, and what it is to lead a good life, in terms of
people’s memberships in cultural kinds and not at all in terms of what is good simpliciter. The
core of my dissertation is concerned with illustrating how this can be done.

As regards how to conceive of the goodness of a life, I argue as follows. First, people
are members of various cultural kinds, sometimes voluntarily and sometimes involuntarily, and
people attain various levels of goodness as members, e.g. good philosopher, bad citizen, etc.
Second, one is not only a member of a cultural kind, but lives the life of a member of that kind,
and that life may be a good or bad one of that kind. Lastly, a person’s life is, in large part, a
set of different cultural kinds of lives; one lives not just a philosopher’s life, but a
philosopher’s, parent’s, thrill-seeker’s life, and one’s life goes well to the extent one lives a
good life of each of the kinds of which one is a member, viz. by achieving the ends that are
appropriate to members of those kinds. Put differently, it is not the good life of a human being
that is of ethical interest — since there is no such thing — but the good life of, for example, a
philosopher/citizen/moral agent that is of ethical interest.

As regards how to conceive of the goodness of a person, or as I prefer to put it, the
goodness of a person qua moral agent, we may extend the structure of our understanding of
‘good philosopher’ to ‘good moral agent’. We understand that a good-making feature of a
philosopher is open-mindedness; open-mindedness is a virtue of a philosopher qua
philosopher. More generally, ‘philosopher virtue’ means ‘good-philosopher-making’ and
refers to those traits that make a philosopher a good one. Similarly, we understand that a
good-making feature of a moral agent is being compassionate; being compassionate is a virtue
of a moral agent. More generally ‘moral virtue’ means ‘good-moral-agent-making’ and refers
to those traits that make a moral agent a good one. As with a philosopher, what the moral
virtues are is a function of the ends of a moral agent, and what those ends are is a matter of
great dispute. In fact, that is exactly the dispute with which normative ethicists are concerned,
and it is a virtue of the meta-ethical view I defend that it is neutral as regards what that end is
(or what those ends are).

My dissertation concludes with an analysis of what it is to have an ideal, which I take
to be a central part of an agent’s psychology. I argue that having an ideal is a matter of various
facts striking the agent as reasons for action and emotion, where those facts relate to her being
a good member of the kinds of which she is a member. Having the ideal of being a good
philosopher, for example, involves seeing the fact that studying Plato would sharpen one's
philosophical skills as a reason for studying Plato, and having the ideal of being a good moral
agent is constituted, in part, by seeing the fact that she is suffering as a reason to help her.
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