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alasdair Macintyre

FOREWORD 

In philosophy we are always in debt to our predecessors, to our 
contemporaries, and to those who come after us. We are in debt to our 
predecessors, from Socrates onwards, for posing questions that we still find 
inescapable and for proposing answers that still invite our critical scrutiny. 
We are indebted to our contemporaries for engaging in dialogue with us, 
for subjecting our views to radical criticism, and for carrying forward 
our common enterprise. We are indebted to those who come after us, for 
putting our views in perspective, even when they are dismissive. So lack of 
gratitude is always a vice in a philosopher. In this respect I hope that I am 
virtuous. For I am deeply grateful to all those who have translated my work 
and subjected it to critical examination, especially to those who have edited 
and contributed to this volume.





sante Maletta

INTRODUCTION
Practical Rationality & Human Difference: 

MacIntyre’s Approach

One of the fundamental aspects of the cultural landscape of the last 
century is the revival of philosophical anthropology. In 20th century 
German philosophy, the anthropological query takes the shape of a radical 
examination of the humanum—an examination which makes it possible 
to face the main challenge of an era in which the very possibility of a 
semantics of humanism is questioned in an increasingly radical way.1

This volume is the result of the study conference organised by the 
Department of Letters, Philosophy, Communication Studies at the 
University of Bergamo in collaboration with the International Society for 
MacIntyrean Enquiry in July 2021.2 The implicit hypothesis put forward 
by the conference was that MacIntyrean thought can provide an important 
tool for formulating a new semantics of humanism. Moreover, MacIntyre’s 
contribution is able to withstand dialogue and rational competition with 
rival research traditions. In light of MacIntyre’s more recent works, 
this introduction will limit itself to presenting the crucial points of his 

1 Cf. Joachim Fischer, ‘Androiden – Menschen – Primaten. Philosophische 
Anthropologie als Platzhalterin des Humanismus’, in Humanismus in Geschichte 
und Gegenwart, ed. by R. Faber and E. Rudolph (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 
pp. 229-239.

2 Practical Rationality & Human Difference: The 14th Annual Conference of the 
International Society for MacIntyrean Enquiry, University of Bergamo, 12 – 15 
July, 2021. I, together with all the editors of this volume, would like to thank the 
International Society for MacIntyrean Enquiry and Prof. Enrico Giannetto, Dean 
emeritus of the Department of Letters, Philosophy, Communication Studies at the 
University of Bergamo, for the support in making possible for the conference to 
take place.  We of course would like to extend our most sincere gratitude to the 
scholars who took part in the convention as speakers and discussants, to all who 
shared a personal contribution at the convention, and, above all, to those who 
contributed to this volume. Special thanks to Peter Wicks. 
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anthropological and ethical perspective, which will be the subject of the 
essays included in this volume.3 

Alasdair MacIntyre’s anthropological conception is mainly delineated 
in one of his most important monographs, namely Dependent Rational 
Animals (1999). According to MacIntyre, such work represents a 
fundamental step in his process of self-critical revision following the 
publication of After Virtue, in particular when it comes to the possibility 
of formulating an Aristotelian theory of virtue and human good without 
resorting to ‘Aristotle’s metaphysical biology’, as MacIntyre himself 
defined it, but rather ‘purely in social terms, in terms of practices and 
traditions, and the narrative unity of human lives.’4 In Dependent Rational 
Animals,  MacIntyre proposes a biological foundation to anthropology 
of a non-Aristotelian nature, which underlies all moral conduct, starting 
from the theoretical consideration of the position of radical dependence 
which characterises the human condition. MacIntyre acknowledges to 
have borrowed from contemporary feminist thought, especially when it 
comes to the approach known as the ethics of care, which supports the 
conclusions he reached over the twenty years of his research in the field of 
medical practice.5 

Nevertheless, why cannot ethics be considered as independent from 
biology? MacIntyre advances two major arguments to support this thesis. 
The first concerns ethics as theory, which is not sufficient if it cannot 
explain how the model of the moral life is possible for beings displaying 
the specific human biology. The second argument, on the other hand, shows 
that we lose essential aspects of virtue, hence making the ethical theory 
less intelligible, if the corporeal dimension of existence, and thus also a 
certain human vulnerability, is not recognised. In synthesis, we should 
never forget that human thought (and therefore also practical rationality) is 
the paramount act of a living being. As a result, animality, dependence and 
rationality are to be understood in a reciprocal relationship. 

Therefore, the corporeal dimension of existence is best understood 
through the lens of the results obtained through a phenomenological 

3 For a summary of the themes discussed in this volume, see the section dedicated 
to the essay abstracts. 

4 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Prologue’, After Virtue. A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), p. xi.

5 In regard to the ethics of care, MacIntyre mainly refers to Eva Feder Kittay. For 
MacIntyrean reflection on bioethics, cf. Sante Maletta, ‘Vulnerabilità umana e 
razionalità pratica. Una prospettiva bioetica macintyreana’, Medicina e Morale, 3 
(2019), pp. 297-312.
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approach, avoiding all forms of reductionism and all forms of dualism.6 
The human being does not simply have a body, rather she is a body. 
Furthermore, the human body lives through movements, of which the 
majority are directional in that they express intentions and purpose. For this 
reason, the relationship between mind and body should not be understood 
as instrumental, for the majority of mental acts find a corporeal expression. 
Thus, the distinction between corporeal movements and what they express 
can be made only at a conceptual level. Such a salient expressiveness of 
the human body is possible in virtue of its relations with other human 
bodies, because it is interpretable by other individuals and responsive 
to them.7 This implies that, because of socially established and shared 
conventions of interpretation, each corporeal expression entails a form of 
communication through which we assume that the other, read through her 
bodily movements, is in turn capable of interpreting others, given that she is 
equipped with analogous perceptive and intellectual powers. In synthesis, 
human bodies are entities which, while being made of biological matter, 
possess an intrinsic social nature and can be understood almost exclusively 
within their reciprocal relationships. 

That being said, the human mind stands in relation to the rest of the 
body first and foremost as something dependent on it, since thought rests 
on materials derived from corporeal experiences. Yet, the human mind can 
gain autonomy of its own through concentrated and complex elaborations 
of content free of spatial and temporal determiners. However, we should 
not forget that the mind is always embodied and that it can express its 
faculties only through the body. 

Hence, the fact that there is a close relation between the body and our 
actions is the outcome of the MacIntyrean approach to the mind/body 
problem. Action always implies a certain movement of the body, not only 
the agents’ body but also other individuals’ bodies with whom those agents 
cooperate to achieve their own goods. The right order of a life aiming 
towards its own fulfillment is mirrored in the right order of a body which 
manifests over time the teleological unity of its own movements and their 
coordination in each given moment. As a result, such movements are 

6 Cf. Alasdair MacIntyre, Edith Stein. A Philosophical Prologue, 1913-1922 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006).

7 Cf. Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘What Is a Human Body’, in The Tasks of Philosophy. 
Selected Essays, Vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 86-
103.
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indispensable for the attainment of goods and of the good: ‘The unity and 
the excellence of the human body are the unity and excellence of agency.’8 

In order to fully understand the scope of MacIntyre’s naturalistic (but not 
reductionist) turn, it is useful to look at Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 
which constitutes the highest point of self-awareness in his research. 

At the beginning of the fifth and last chapter of Ethics, MacIntyre 
summarises the conclusions reached in the previous pages of the volume, 
and identifies four conditions which all agents must satisfy in order to 
flourish as human beings: they must ‘act to satisfy only those desires 
whose objects they have good reasons to desire’; to do so, they must be 
‘sound and effective practical reasoners’; they ‘must be disposed to act as 
the virtues require’; and they must ‘be directed in their actions toward the 
achievement of their final ends.’9 It is important to stress that ‘these are not 
four independent sets of conditions’ and that this theoretical conclusion 
‘can be understood adequately only by attention to the detail of particular 
cases that in significant ways exemplify it’.10 The first condition is relative 
to the relationship between desires and practical reason and it is the 
condition with the most anthropological implications. By establishing this 
relationship, MacIntyre’s intention is to provide ethics with a sufficiently 
rich and complex moral psychology. In this perspective, desire constitutes 
an interesting juncture from an anthropological point of view because it 
represents the limit which simultaneously separates and connects the 
human being from what is not human (non-human animals) or what is yet 
to be a fully mature human being. In other terms, if desire has a natural 
basis, the reflectivity of human reason, which is made possible by the 
syntactic structure of language, creates a difference between mere needs 
and the desires made manifest by the extension of this dynamic to the 
temporal dimension. As a result, desires ‘have a history [that] is inseparable 
not only from the history of our emotions, tastes, affections, habits, and 
beliefs but also from that of our biochemical and neurophysiological 
development.’11 Thus, to act in order to satisfy a desire is not sufficient 
to make the action moral; it is also necessary that the object of desire 
coincides with something recognised as good through the use of reason. 
In other terms, we must act necessarily for a good reason; otherwise, our 

8 Ibid., p. 100.
9 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. An Essay on Desire, 

Practical Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), p. 243.

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid., p. 3.
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actions and our very own existence would be incomprehensible not only to 
others but also to ourselves. Such an account of the relationship between 
desires and practical rationality makes it possible for MacIntyre to declare 
that a certain directionality is by nature in action in human life, moving 
towards an end and being characterised by an inceptive self-consciousness 
(an intuition already present in many cultures). Desire and practical 
rationality must be trained in such a way so that agents reach not just the 
formulation of true judgments regarding goods and the good sustained by 
substantial augmentations; rather, so that the correct conclusion of such 
practical reasoning is actions motivated by the desire for those goods and 
the good. This presupposes a fundamental thesis that desires can and must 
be educated, which is refuted by a number of modern ethical theories 
and most importantly is foreign to the widespread morality of liberal and 
advanced-capitalist societies. These desires do not limit themselves to 
operating in the dynamic of a human praxis as simply positive data, which 
are merely registered or at most promote interactions amongst each other 
to equip the agents with those emotional resources which enable them to 
achieve their own ends.12 What is at hand is rather to educate others and 
oneself to the formation of rational desires, that is to become ‘agents who 
desire to act as reason directs, who desire to act for the sake of the good 
and the best, and who have a second order desire that this desire for the 
good and the best is a desire that we will satisfy.’13 As a consequence of 
this critique of desire, the human desires of an educated agent encompass a 
complex structure, stratified in multiple orders. 

The peculiar characteristic of MacIntyre’s anthropological and ethical 
approach is that it stems from viewing the human being as in action within 
those practices which constitute the fundamental social assumptions of 
the flourishing of the humanum. Moreover, these practices possess an 
irrefutable anthropological grounding inasmuch as it is primarily through 
such practices that individuals can strive towards the acquisition of the 
goods they aim for, starting from their own needs and natural desires. 
Within these practices (i.e., in those places in which we carry out such 

12 By making reference to the supporters of rational decision theory, MacIntyre 
affirms that they ‘treat our preferences, and with them also our desires, as given, 
as surd realities from which rational decision making begins [...] they presuppose 
an account of reason in our practical lives that is wholly instrumental’ (Alasdair 
MacIntyre, ‘Conflicts of Desire’, in Weakness of Will from Plato to the Present, 
ed. by J.P. Dougherty and T. Hoffmann [Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of 
America Press, 2008], p. 282).

13  MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 37.
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practices: schools; sports and recreational groups; equips; clinics and 
hospitals; parishes etc.) the goods which are sought are usually instrumental 
to get other goods, or they coincide with those goods which allow us to best 
perform our social role. Since individuals are usually involved in multiple 
practices and fulfil different social roles, conflicts can emerge between 
the goods pursued within the various practices and roles. Regarding such 
conflicts, the individual must establish an order of priorities which will be 
rational when its ultimate criterion is deducted from the ultimate good, the 
eu zen. 

Within this rational order of goods, practical rationality functions 
intersubjectively, when it does in the appropriate way, and consequently 
the individual cannot authentically raise the question ‘What is truly good 
for me?’ without, at least implicitly, considering the matter also from the 
perspective of those who cooperate with him in various ways in pursuit 
of the common good. The individual is for sure able to reason practically 
even when neglecting the perspective of others regarding his own good, 
but by doing so, he is bound to fall into intellectual and moral errors which 
have significant consequences. For example, imagining one’s own future 
(and all of its alternatives) in an isolated form means easily falling either 
for a narrow view which does not take into account concrete existential 
possibilities, or for a self-indulgent fantasy which leads to unrealistic 
choices. This means that in order to be practically independent, individuals 
must always recognise their dependence on others when it comes to their 
own ability of independent practical reasoning or, in MacIntyre’s words: 

That the virtues that we need, if we are to develop from our initial animal 
condition into that of independent rational agents, and the virtues that we need, 
if we are to confront and respond to vulnerability and disability both in ourselves 
and in others, belong to one and the same set of virtues, the distinctive virtues 
of dependent rational animals, whose dependence, rationality and animality 
have to be understood in relationship with each other’.14

Such a dependence is a fact which requires attention through the 
employment of certain ethical and intellectual virtues which people usually 
begin to exercise in those environments where they learn from others how 
to perform their social tasks and roles. It is precisely these virtues, in 
particular wisdom, which enable us to recognise the key aspects of various 
situations besides the relative goods, as well as their inherent risks, thus 

14 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals. Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (Chicago: Carus Publishing Company, 1999), p. 5.
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helping us to understand what we are required to do. Rules and norms 
are important but they are not sufficient on their own. Practical thinkers 
are first object of care at the level of nurturement and education during 
infancy and adolescence—phases in which we see the emergence of those 
moral and intellectual capabilities and dispositions which will lead them 
sooner or later to a condition of independence. Nevertheless, the condition 
of dependence on the other is a condition they will never get rid of and 
something which the actualisation of their own autonomy necessarily goes 
through. Ultimately, what saves us from intellectual and moral errors are 
the two goods we call collegiality and friendship. 

The sorting of practices precedes and accompanies practical judgment 
and making choices, and this complex rational activity is made possible 
by the exercising of virtue. It is within this dynamic of practical reason, 
and only here, that it is possible to bring out that inchoate conscience 
of the goods and the good for one’s own life which is expressed as 
directionality towards an ultimate end, as we have seen. Moreover, such 
dynamic displays a narrative structure through which agents understand 
themselves and others in terms of a story—a story of their adventures and 
misadventures in the pursuit and realisation of the ultimate good. This 
kind of approach is accompanied by the slow and irregular growth of the 
awareness of what in one’s own life or in the life of others has gone well 
or poorly. This shows that we must conceive the realisation of the good in 
terms of ‘a state in which our retrospective understanding has become such 
that we can retell the story of our lives, but now truthfully, able to take 
the true measures of our failures.’15 All of us are responsible for our own 
lives in narrative terms, to make it comprehensible not just to others, but 
first and foremost to ourselves. The unity of life ultimately coincides with 
the unity of the narrative of which the agent is the object and co-author. 
This implies that the narrative resources of a culture are of great moral 
and political importance for every individual can use them to imagine 
what was, what is and what could become. In this sense, the limits of such 
imagination are the same limits of desires and practical reasoning. The 
culture of late-modern societies is regrettably characterised on one hand 
by a compartmentalisation of this storytelling and consequently by the loss 
of the idea that ‘listening to stories and telling stories [are] activities of 
crucial importance to each of us in understanding ourselves and others’;16 
and on the other hand by the stiffening of the imaginative powers due to the 

15 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 54.
16 Ibid., p. 237.
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omnipresence of effective means of mass distraction such as entertainment 
and instant communication. Today’s moral crisis is also, and above all, a 
crisis of imagination. 

In exercising their practical rationality, agents will for the most part 
implicitly first refer to principles and premises of reasoning, which the 
theorist must then bring to light. MacIntyre writes that in Aquinas 

the implications of the first principle and premises of practical reasoning 
are spelled out in terms of what the virtues and obedience to the natural 
law require of rational agents if they are to achieve their common and their 
individual goods. [...] The precepts of the natural law are those precepts of 
reason conformity to which is necessary if we and others are to be able to 
deliberate together as rational agents and to achieve our common goods as 
family members, as members of political societies, and the like.17 

In other terms, agents can actualise the goods of various practices only if, 
when performing these, they obey to the precepts of natural law embodied 
in the virtues. MacIntyre stresses the critical and subversive character of 
natural law which permits agents ‘to put in question the actions of those 
with authority and power’,18 by enabling a common reflection and shared 
deliberation regarding the pursuit of their common good.

The importance of the virtues and of the precepts of rational law is clear 
also at the level of a highly particular practice—that is, the practice of 
rational research. Such research must be pursued at the level of rational 
discussions between substantial concepts regarding the good. This is because 
such discussions seem to clash with the limits displayed by the existence 
of incompatible epistemological and anthropological premises which 
influence those ethical concepts. In other words, there are incommensurable 
traditions of ethical research which are joined together by their being 
practices and thus subject to the precepts of natural law. MacIntyre’s thesis 
is that the internal rules of research prominently manifest the precepts 
of natural law. No authentic rational research, as a cooperative effort, 
can avoid deeming the truth not only as an end but also as a constitutive 
part of the human good. Moreover, it cannot not seek to create a human 
environment characterised by unselfishness, truthfulness, reciprocal trust 
and impartiality in the evaluation of the theses and arguments of rivals. 
More general moral precepts, such as the protection of life, the guarantee to 
safety and the respect for property and individual liberties, consequentially 

17 Ibid., p. 89.
18 Ibid.
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derive from the prerequisite of the impartiality of judgment, inasmuch as it 
presupposes the lack of coercion.19 The precepts of natural law represent a 
standard of justice, equally substantive as procedural and shareable by all 
communities which create institutions dedicated to the practice of rational 
research. In their linguistic expression such precepts usually take on a 
negative form of an unconditional prohibition, whereas in their practical 
manifestation they ultimately coincide with the exercise of the moral and 
intellectual virtues. In the end, rational research on the goods and the good 
of human life, including dialogue and disagreements with rival ethical 
visions, is part of the flourishing of human life. 

We conceived this volume and the conference it was born from as 
‘places’ in which this practice of research is possible, in compliance 
with the precepts of natural law. If we have achieved this goal, then the 
conference and this volume will represent rather significant steps in the 
path of the personal flourishing of those who participated—both those who 
place themselves in a MacIntyrean perspective of research and those who 
are critics of such a perspective—, as well as an important moment of 
growth in the research community generated by the work of MacIntyre, 
whose aim is to go beyond MacIntyre together with him. 

19 Cf. Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Aquinas and the Extent of Moral Disagreement’, in 
Ethics and Politics. Selected Essays, Vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), p. 79.
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paolo pagani

NOTES ON THE HUMAN DIFFERENCE

This paper should be conceived as a very general discussion on the topic 
of the human difference. What I am about to advance is not a standard 
theoretical proposal, since I draw from a (neo)classical background in a 
cultural context where the empiricist heritage appears to be more influent 
and widespread.

The fundamental theses of my paper are two. The first one is that what 
differentiates human beings from animals resides in the relation of the 
entire person to what I call transcendental infinity. The second one is that 
every reduction of the human being ultimately results in a contradiction.

In order to support these theses, I will first clarify the different meanings 
of the words ‘infinite’ and ‘infinity’, which I use here as synonyms. 
Secondly, I will attempt to explain how the reference to transcendental 
infinity gives an account of the specific mental, affective, and bodily life of 
the human being. Finally, I aim to point out the fundamental reason for the 
irreducibility of the human difference.

1. Identifying Different Kinds of Infinity

Philosophical literature typically accepts (albeit critically) three different 
kinds of infinity.

1.1.  The first kind is the infinity of perfection, namely God, understood 
as ontological perfection: that of which nothing greater can be conceived. 
Such an infinite is given—by hypothesis—totum simul as a metaphysical 
reality. In this sense, it is ‘determined and not incrementable’.1

1.2.   The second kind is potential infinity (ápeiron), a sequence of 
natural numbers being the simplest example of it. Such an infinity is not 
given totum simul, but it is given either in finite form (as an incomplete 

1 By ‘not incrementable’ we mean that which is not capable of any addition.
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sequence) or in the form, also finite, of an algorithm that generates a 
sequence. On closer inspection, potential infinity is the tension of the finite 
towards the infinite.2 Potential infinity, therefore, remains perpetually 
incomplete, and for this reason is ‘indeterminate and incrementable’.

1.3.  The third type is the transfinite, which concerns all possible 
numerical sequences when they are considered, hypothetically, as just as 
many sets of elements present toti simul. Each of these sets consists of an 
infinite number of elements, while at the same time they are constituted in 
the form of a hierarchy arranged in accordance with different numerical 
powers. For example, the set of elements of the ‘real’ numbers is more 
numerous than the infinite set of the ‘rational’ numbers. This type of infinite 
can be said to be ‘determined and incrementable’.

1.4.  Based on our understanding, the most radical kind of infinite 
is the transcendental one. This kind of infinity can be said to be more 
radical for three reasons. First, because it is what enables us to construct 
the progressive and incomplete sequences typical of potential infinity. 
Secondly, because it lies at the base of our capacity to simultaneously and 
fully comprehend countless elements in a set, as it is evident in the case of 
the transfinite. Thirdly and most importantly, because the transcendental 
infinite allows us to conceive the infinite of perfection. This fourth and 
more radical kind of infinite does not refer to any specific content, and 
therefore is ‘indeterminate’. Nevertheless, it is also ‘not incrementable’: in 
fact it is all encompassing by its nature and can only be determined from 
within. Its actuality, however, is only formal: meaning that its existence is 
not subsistent in itself.3 Therefore, the formal actuality of the transcendental 
infinite is the horizon that bestows on human beings their specific status.

1.5.  It is a status of a particular biological entity, rooted in physical 
conditions, and as such susceptible to generation and corruption. The 
peculiar status of this biological entity, however, is the infinite horizon 
that characterises it. The finite positivity of this entity is oriented—in its 
intellect, its desire, and its drives—towards an infinite horizon. Indeed, 
the human being only makes sense in relation to such a horizon: in other 
words, she is itself a symbol of the infinite.

2 For instance, the body, which occupies space, can theoretically be increased or 
decreased indefinitely. The same is also true of time and number, the former in so 
far as it participates in duration and the latter to the extent that it shares in the 
scope of possibility.

3 Here I use the terms in their classical sense, and not in the sense used by Meinong.
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2. Rationality and Symbolic Language

The constitutive relation to the transcendental infinite is precisely 
what allows the human beings to abstract from universal concepts, and to 
articulate them in the form of judgments. It is thanks to this infinite horizon 
that they are able to transcendentally recognise valid principles and to 
logically connect judgments thanks to those principles. In short, it is the 
transcendental infinite that gives rise to an authentically human rationality, 
and what distinguishes it from the abilities that belong to animals.

2.1.  I have just argued that the universal concept is a structure that 
needs transcendentality in order to be formed: in fact, when the human mind 
abstracts from a meaning and relates it to the potentially infinite horizon of 
individuals which can instantiate it, it gives rise to a universal concept. And 
the horizon embracing the potentially infinite is the transcendental one. 
Furthermore, the associations made between concepts are intelligible when 
they are consistent with the principles of transcendentality—typically, that 
of non-contradiction.

2.2.  The transcendental infinite not only plays a role in forming 
universal concepts, but also it is what differentiates human language from 
the communication of animals. This difference lies above all in people’s 
ability to communicate symbolically. To communicate symbolically 
entails the ability to express universal concepts through phonetic, 
graphic, or imitative signs. It is well known that, in some animal species, 
communication can be very refined and open to learning—for example, the 
signature whistle of the bottlenose dolphin—, but this does not seem to be 
symbolic in a ‘universal’ sense. 

It is also known that some anthropomorphic apes can be trained to 
imitate symbolic language, reproducing some deictic holophrases (for 
example, ‘give me water’)4 through a ‘code of signs’. These holophrases, 
however, are devoid of syntax and their learning can be explained as mere 
associative memory.

Indeed, syntax involves the phenomenon of ‘expansion’, thanks to 
which one can normally insert an element between two other elements, and 
then repeat the process on the results that the operation itself produces.5 

4 ‘Holo-phrase’ is a sign which collectively indicates content that, in a syntactically 
organised language, would be articulated into subject, predicate, and complements. 
For example, ‘give me water’. ‘Deictic’ is an expression which indicates a content 
that is in the perceptual field of the subject (e.g., water is there).

5 Expansion is also a morphological phenomenon. The morphology of human 
language can achieve some form of expansion, by inserting morphemes within 
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‘Encasement’ and ‘recursion’ are two instances of this phenomenon. 
Encasement allows one to use a phrase as a component of another phrase.6 
Recursive7 competence, on the other hand, is the ability not only to follow 
a rule, but also to apply the same rule indefinitely to the results of its 
previous applications.8 For example: ‘Mario is going to see Franco today’; 
‘Mario, who came to my house yesterday, is going to see Franco today’; 
‘Mario, who came to my house yesterday, goes to see Franco today, who 
normally does not invite anyone’; and so on.

More generally, syntax entails both the practice of rules and the ability 
to abstract and universalise them—that is, the ability to abstract the 
practiced regularity, so that it can be applied freely.9 This is precisely what 
characterises human language, in its ordinary as well as its mathematical 
and logical form. And this is a relevant mark of the infinite character of 
such a language. Recursion does not seem to belong to any animal codes, 
including the most refined ones.10

2.3. We must not be surprised by counterexamples that have been offered 
against the aforementioned universal character of syntactic recursion. 
Beyond the differences that persist between schools of thought, there is 
nevertheless a general recursivity that even the opponents of ‘generativism’ 
recognise. Even for them, human language is capable of conceptualising a 
‘discrete infinite’; in other words, it is able to produce a potentially infinite 
set of expressions, using finite means. As it stands, this phenomenon of 
the discrete infinite goes beyond the question of a specific recursion that 
Chomsky previously highlighted.

already formed words (thus, for example, we go from ‘festa’ to ‘fest-icciol-a’, 
from ‘piccolo’ to ‘piccol-in-o’). Now, something analogous happens in certain 
forms of animal expression: for example, the warbling of a nightingale can involve 
self-insertions of phonetic units, realising a certain range of variations. However, 
this does not provide for real recursiveness.

6 For example: ‘I saw the man, whom you invited to dinner’; ‘that you enjoyed 
dinner, we are very pleased’; ‘I didn’t like the book Luigi lent me’.

7 Linguistics takes this term from the logic of mathematics—particularly from 
Gödel (in his 1931 theorems). But in fact, recursiveness (n → n + 1) is already one 
of the generative axioms of natural numbers.

8 For instance, the ‘rule of a relative proposition’: for which a relative proposition 
can always be applied to a name.

9 According to Chomsky, the child does not mime, but abstracts and applies rules – 
at the cost of making the rule prevail over irregular but habitual use. Cf. Noam 
Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 1965).

10 An example of such a refined language is the ‘dance of the bees’.
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Unsurprisingly, Howard Lasnik argues, in light of over sixty years of 
debate on the subject, that infinity is one of the fundamental properties of 
human language, perhaps the most fundamental.11

3. Desire, Passion, and Freedom

In order for us to grasp the way in which the transcendental horizon 
is constitutive of the whole person, we must consider its impact on his 
emotive and volitional life. 

3.1. For a human being, the predisposition to engage with reality is 
defined by its relation to that transcendental horizon. In its essence this 
predisposition is not defined as a tendency towards this or that particular 
object, but towards an object that is both infinite and ideal. This object can 
be called ‘transcendental’, and the active orientation of human desire to 
this object is classically understood as ‘freedom’.

3.1.1. Desire possesses a transcendental object, that is, the ‘good as 
such’. Therefore, Thomas Aquinas asserts that the human being is able 
to consider their particular choices in light of the transcendental horizon, 
and thus to relativise them.12 Conversely, Duns Scotus highlights that a 
human person’s desire can also put the possible objects of choice at the 
forefront, and consider them as if they were absolute, while bracketing the 
transcendental horizon.13 In both cases, nonetheless, the crucial factor is 
the dialectic between the particular objects and the transcendental horizon. 
In the first case, the horizon is placed at the front in order to be able to 
bracket its particular contents. In the second case, it is the horizon that is 
bracketed in order to be able to focus on the particular contents.

3.1.2. Following a different paradigm, which has established itself 
in modernity, freedom is disclosed to every rational subject through the 
person’s engagement with practical and theoretical laws.

In the practical realm, as Kant famously noted in Critique of Practical 
Reason, the imperative form of the moral law makes sense only if addressed 
to a free subject; therefore, whoever is aware of the appeal of the moral law 
can also be aware of his own freedom. 

11 Cf. Howard Lasnik, Syntactic Structures Revisited: Contemporary Lectures on 
Classic Transformational Theory (Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 2000), p. 3.

12 On this subject, see Summa Theologiae, I–II, qq. 9–10, Leonine edition.
13  This capacity of adpetitus eliciens is described in Ordinatio Scoti, IV, dist. 49, q. 

5, ed. by the Commissio Scotistica.
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In the theoretical realm, which is that of the first logical-ontological 
principles, freedom plays an analogous role. Indeed, principles such as that 
of non-contradiction and the excluded-third can only be comprehended 
by a subject who has specific characteristics. On the one hand, such a 
subject must be open to the transcendental horizon, which can be seen in 
the logical disjunction between contradictory terms. On the other hand, 
this subject must also be able to think the terms of such a disjunction as 
both capable of being realised, but not simultaneously: to realise one is to 
necessarily exclude the other. Hence, a human subject treats these terms 
as if they were contingent, that is to say they treat them with the typical 
oscillation of a subject capable of freely disposing of their options. For that 
matter, Jules Lequier considered freedom as the ‘essence of reason’—in 
fact, reason lives on those principles and on the infinite breadth that they 
implicitly express.14

3.1.3. In order to further advance our point, we must consider the 
respective models of Thomas and Lequier. In both cases, the transcendental 
factor is the ‘third’ element which establishes a triadic relationship 
between the contents as concrete alternatives to one another—practical or 
theoretical. These alternatives, while not indifferent to each other in dyadic 
consideration, can be treated as indifferent in triadic consideration, since 
neither of them can be identified with the intentional focus of the human 
being. In the first model, the role of the ‘third’ element is performed by 
the good as such, from the perspective of whose ideality, both objects of a 
practical alternative are infinitely distant. In the second model, the function 
of ‘third’ is performed by the necessity of non-contradiction, which is a 
‘third instance’ (formalistically neutral) with respect to both terms of 
a logical alternative. Indeed, no matter which of the two is ultimately 
realised, they cannot be realised together.

3.2. However, the transcendental infinite not only is at the core of human 
freedom, but also is the implicit pole of attraction for human drives and 
needs.

In fact, the drives in the human being are certainly rooted in a glandular, 
and therefore hormonal, base. At the same time, unlike the instincts of 
animal brutum, they can be activated or inhibited also in reference to the 
symbolic world; for example, in reference to figures which do not indicate 
a possibility of determined and immediate satisfaction, but rather evoke a 
possibility of further satisfaction with respect to any given configuration. 

14 On this subject, see Paolo Pagani, Libertà e non-contraddizione in Jules Lequier 
(Milano: Franco Angeli, 2000).
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This call ad infinitum is what makes the drives into real and authentic 
passions. They each aim at an immeasurable satisfaction; hence, they risk 
producing disorder and suffocating life when left to themselves.

Therefore, passions must be governed by rational judgment, which must 
be educated in discerning the specific aims and implicit reasons animating 
the passions. In addition, rational judgement must be capable of guiding 
them towards the appropriate means of fulfillment. In this sense, the rational 
judgment creates ‘waterways’ for the passionate energies, which serve 
both the individual and relational flourishing of the human being. These 
‘waterways’ are what the ancient tradition refers to as ‘ethical virtues’.

4. The Human Body

In order to be able to affirm that the transcendental infinite is at the very 
heart of the human difference, we must show how it is brought to bear on 
its bodily nature. As we hope to be able to show, the very structure of the 
human body reflects the infinite which defines and permeates it.

4.1. This is made visible, above all, in the upright posture. Regardless of 
what the most recent hypotheses concerning the attainment of the upright 
posture are, one cannot fail to recognise that the human being is the only 
one who enjoys it in a permanent way. According to the evolutionary paleo-
anthropologist Yves Coppens, this is the morphological and functional 
principle which properly accounts for the specificity of the human body: 
it is in fact the matrix of all the others.15 It signifies the tendency to look 
at individual realities from within a horizon which makes it possible for a 
human being to exercise the mobility of its gaze. Now, the horizon is an 
ideal border that has no limit, and alludes to the infinite, that is to the proper 
object of the human gaze: cognitive and affective.

4.2. Another evident and peculiar trait of human embodiment is the fluid 
nature of the hand. The hand, unlike the animal’s paw, is transcendently 
open. As Aristotle and Thomas happily observe, it reflects the all-
encompassing capacity of the soul. It does this specifically in its ability to 
embrace, grasp, and transform in some way everything it comes across. The 
fluidity of the hand is situated between two extreme poles: the ‘precision 

15 According to Yves Coppens, the straightening of the body and the resulting 
bipedal locomotion represent the essential transformation of our history, the one 
which little by little mechanically induces the others, namely the transformations 
of the hand and the brain. On this subject, see Yves Coppens and Brigitte Senut, 
Origines de la bipédie (Paris: CNRS, 1992).
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grip’, which gives rise to technology, and the ‘caress’, which gives rise to 
the affective relationship.

4.2.1. In the case of the ‘precision grip’, an individual holds an object 
in his hand using his thumb and at least one other finger: the thumb makes 
an abduction movement, while the other fingers involved make a flexing 
movement, mirroring the thumb. The ‘power grip’, on the other hand, 
occurs when an individual grabs an object using all the fingers and the palm 
of the hand.16 If the latter also belongs to the abilities of some animals, the 
former, instead, is typical of human beings only.

The precision grip expresses and initiate our capability to shaping the 
environment around us, rather than us simply adapting to it. It does this by 
articulating the forms of our transformative intervention in a way which is 
not rigid and predetermined, but fluid and open to the infinite.

4.2.2. As for the caress, many philosophers, from Sartre to Lévinas, have 
tried to offer a phenomenology of it. What we can readily observe is that 
the caress touches the body; it does not grasp or seize. Precisely in this 
sense, the caress does not reduce the body to a mere thing. It protects, 
in a more or less pure way, the ‘rational form’ of the body, and thus its 
particularly infinite quality. For this reason, the caress does not normally 
arouse the need to guard one’s purity. Such a protective response is in fact 
the spontaneous reaction which arises when a gaze or gesture that tries to 
reduce the body (ours or others) to a thing (fungible, usable, replaceable) 
occurs, neglecting the intentional relation which the human body has with 
the transcendental infinite.

4.3. A human being’s relation to the transcendental infinite is above all 
made visible in the human face, which develops various and indefinitely 
changeable attitudes. The clearest manifestation of the suppleness of 
the human face is the smile. Smiling, unlike laughter, is not a reactive 
behavior. There is uncontrolled laughing and crying, but no uncontrolled 
smile. Laughter and tears can be interpreted, as Plessner rightly does, as 
spontaneous reactions of intolerance towards the imposition of a limit.17 The 
smile, on the other hand, indicates the awareness that reality is given within 
a horizon that goes beyond and relativises any particular content. It is not 
just an attitude of spontaneous projection beyond the limit, but a positive 
assumption of the infinite horizon. In the case of the smile, the face, with its 

16 In the ‘power grip’, the thumb as well as the palm serve primarily to give stability 
to the grip. In the power grip, there is almost total involvement of all of the hand 
muscles.

17 Cf. Helmut Plessner, Lachen und Weinen. Eine Untersuchung der Grenzen 
menschlichen Verhaltens (Bern: Francke Verlag,1950).
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eyes and lips, mimics this horizon. Only the incommensurability between 
the given and the infinite horizon in which the given is given justifies the 
smile, in all its welcoming and benevolently ironic nature. For this reason, 
a long philosophical tradition considers it a proprium of the human being.18

5. The Irreducibility of Human Being

5.1. The tradition that we can call, lato sensu, ‘empiricist’ does not 
take into account the specific difference represented by the transcendental 
infinite. Indeed, according to such tradition, thinking is equivalent to 
producing images—and images are always something finite. Therefore, it 
recognises as legitimate only the potential infinite, which in turn is further 
reduced to merely one of its aspects: the continuous increase of the finite. 
This tradition, since it does not take into consideration the transcendental 
nature of human rationality and affectivity, inevitably comes to treat both 
as if they were identical to those of the animals.

More precisely, in a theoretical context dominated by empiricism, human 
rationality is no longer capable of being distinguished in its intellectual 
uniqueness from the cognitive abilities of animals; and even passion is no 
longer recognised in its difference from the purely animalistic drive. In 
such a context, freedom itself becomes incomprehensible or, at the very 
least, unjustifiable—at least in its proper terms. At best, it is for instance 
reproposed as an indeterministic unpredictability.19

In such context, any emphasis on the human difference can only be 
coherently presented as ‘speciesism’.

5.2. However, for the potential infinite to be produced, a generating 
algorithm is required, that is an ‘engine’ which triggers progress ad 
infinitum within a finite sequence. This engine is the active power which 
asymptotically attracts that sequence towards the transcendental infinite, 
which performs a regulatory function. Therefore, the potential infinite itself 
is not simply an augmented finite. As a matter of fact, it develops thanks 
to the presence of the transcendental infinite. However, if we consider the 
potential infinite as outside of this relation, it is always and only given as 
something finite.

18 If the Greek γελάω (from which the Aristotelian γελαστικόν) can be ambivalent, 
the Latin rideo (from which the scholastic risibile) properly indicates a smile.

19 See in this respect Donald Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1980).
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Thus, the infinite is not obtained by either increasing the finite or by 
removing its limits. Instead, the transcendental infinite must be originally 
present, for the very dynamics of the ad infinitum process to be produced.

5.3. The irreducibility of the human being to something other than 
itself—either in a regressive sense (the animal brutum) or in a progressive 
sense (the intelligent machine)—depends precisely on the irreducible 
difference between the transcendental and the potential infinite. Indeed, 
every form of human reductionism is ultimately based on the claim 
reducing the transcendental to the potential infinite. The latter can be 
proposed in the form of an indefinite combination (and meta-combination) 
of biochemical structures or in the form of an indefinite combination (and 
meta-combination) of algorithmic structures.

In both cases, we are dealing with ‘finitary’ realities, which are presumed 
to be able to—respectively—produce or reproduce the properly ‘infinitary’ 
nature which constitutes human consciousness.

6. Concluding Remarks

What I have tried to show so far is, first, that the specific human 
difference lies in the person’s relation to the transcendental infinite, which 
emerges from a number of dimensions of human life. Second, that every 
form of human reductionism is ultimately based on the claim which 
reduces the transcendental to the potential infinite, and so the condition 
to the conditioned—as if what logically comes after could justify what 
logically comes before.

My reflection is part of a neo-classical tradition of thought, which has 
been developed for many decades in Italy, thanks to the works of Gustavo 
Bontadini, Virgilio Melchiorre, and Carmelo Vigna, among others. In line 
with this tradition, my account is not exclusively based on empirical data, 
and for this very reason it can coherently account for the complexity of the 
human phenomenon, avoiding any reductionistic contradiction.
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A COMMON SPACE?
Practical Rationality, the Public Sphere and the 

Dangers of Transhumanism

1. The Question

Transhumanism is nowadays, without any doubts, one of the most 
widely discussed topics, both in philosophical debates and beyond. As it 
is often the case with such important topics, several different phenomena 
are included under the label. This, of course, is tied to how fashion trends 
work (intellectual fashion included). Therefore, the notion is not devoid of 
a certain amount of approximation. However, its capacity to cast a light on 
different conceptual areas is proof of its deep importance. This relevance 
does not result from the validity of the notion from a philosophical point 
of view nor from the clarity of its main points. I would rather say that the 
popularity of transhumanism is proportionate to the number of suggestions 
that resonate in contemporary debates, however vague they might be.

This, of course, does not erase the need for a critical examination of the 
notion; on the contrary, it makes it even more necessary. Precisely because 
transhumanism is so popular nowadays, we ought to form an informed 
opinion. Some questions are well-known and have been widely explored: 
the question of human nature; the question of the relation between the self 
and the body or artificial bodily parts; the question of the narcissism of 
immortalism; the question of algorithmic accounts of people. These topics 
have all been debated in the literature thoroughly and have led to wildly 
different accounts and conclusions.

In this paper, I strive to associate some questions that I believe may both 
shed light on transhumanism per se and on its ethical and social outcomes. 
As the title suggests, my research hypothesis is that some of the features 
of transhumanism might threaten some of those forms of human relations 
which characterise a well-functioning society.
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2. The Distinction

First, I need to introduce a rather simplifying distinction between trans- 
and posthumanism. Posthumanism refers stricto sensu to the possibility 
for humans to hybridize and transform. This view erases any attempt to 
draw borders (or to formulate normative claims or claims of superiority 
whatsoever) between human and non-human animals, and between 
our bodies and machines. Transhumanism, on the other hand, refers to 
the possibility of overcoming or transcending the limits of the human. 
Thanks to the impressive exponential development of our technologies, 
we are now able to make the most ancient dreams of humanity come true: 
enhance our senses and mental faculties; induce pleasure and happiness 
artificially; perfect our health; prolong our existence—in a nutshell, strive 
for immortality. As a side note: it might be therefore the case that, while 
posthumanism rejects the centrality of ‘the human’ in favour of the value 
of life itself in its combinatory power, transhumanism still refers to some 
traditional aspects of humanism. This means that in order to understand 
transhumanism, we should elaborate on the salient features of humanism, 
and check if this difficult relationship could work. 

3. A Habermasian Analysis

Let us start with the notion of public sphere (Öffentlichkeit), as defined 
in a well-known work by Jürgen Habermas.1 Habermas developed this 
concept in relation to his work on democracy and its conditions. The notion 
has emerged from the configuration of 18th century Great Britain, where 
the development of the press, the transformations of the job market, the 
emerging figure of the intellectual, the appearance of the modern state 
and the modern political context, and the rise of the bourgeoisie could be 
observed. With these historical and social functions in mind, the public 
sphere serves multiple goals: it is the condition of possibility of a common 
lived experience; it is the locus of collective action; it marks the passage 
from privacy to publicity (both as the stage of the public and the emergence 
of widespread communication beyond the traditional elites); it enables the 

1 Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. Untersuchungen zu einer 
Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Neuwied am Rhein: Luchterhand, 
1962).
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emergence of its own political sphere, both an independent one and one in 
relation with that of the state.

In contrast with the classical notion of civil society, the public sphere has 
a more dialogical-deliberative character, thus it includes denominations, 
cultural associations, schools, universities, independent media, civic 
associations, parties, trade unions, and so on. In the West, the public sphere 
is an element of the ongoing relationships with the state, with the market, 
with other individuals, etc.

Habermas had a rather idealised view of this notion, heavily influenced 
from a past made of intellectual cafès and journals (although he would 
eventually overcome this idealisation in time). However, the core idea is 
clear: ‘The Habermasian model of the discursive public sphere is based on 
a fundamental normative intuition: the public as a rational discourse and as 
a mode of discursive formation of the will’.2

I claim that in Habermas’ analysis, the public sphere functions as 
an intersection of various paradigms. I use ‘intersection’ in the literal 
sense: it is not an overlapping of social forces, because  that would not 
give rise to the public sphere as relation to other entities, but just to the 
mere actualisation of an existing public. An analogy for this is sharing a 
language: while language may express a multiplicity of ideas, notions, and 
claims which are sometimes incompatible, the language speakers share the 
fundamental compatibility of understanding what is being said and how 
it can be said. Indeed MacIntyre’s practical rationality, for instance, is 
deeply tied to language. On this basis, the relation grounding an authentic 
public sphere is itself based on a well-functioning practical rationality. The 
analogy is not perfect, as the lives of the people involved are not reducible 
to their shared vocabulary. The practical dimension of the public sphere 
relies on a plurality of individuals who can fundamentally recognise one 
another beyond any explicit shared element. We need a more neutral term 
for such concept. Therefore I will call it ‘common space’.

This notion leads to an important point: if the people in the public sphere 
form relations in a common space, the details on their identities are ideally 
neutralised. As Habermas puts it:

a consensus based on conviction cannot come about as long as symmetry 
relations do not exist among the participants—relations of mutual recognition, 
reciprocal perspective-taking, a shared willingness to consider one’s own 

2 Antonio De Simone, Destino moderno. Jürgen Habermas. Il pensiero e la critica 
(Perugia: Morlacchi University Press, 2018), p. 606 (my trans.).
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tradition with the eyes of the stranger and to learn from one another, and so 
forth3.

4. Transhumanism and the Push for Difference

Hence, transhumanism is not without risks. Reflecting on the possibility 
of a common space is necessary given the various problematic outcomes 
of the contemporary technoscientific outset. From the anthropological 
consequences of the neurosciences to the ecological crisis, to the subliminal 
transformation of the human experience due to the virtual means of 
communication, many critical aspects ought to be examined in order to 
explore the widening gap between the world we live in and the scientific 
one.

Indeed, one of the latest emerging fields, which comes with unsettling 
consequences and the need of a new anthropology, is the post-/transhumanist 
one: in various ways and across various philosophical frameworks, it leads 
to the transition towards something which is no more ‘human’. Thus, an 
implication is the annihilation of the traditional forms of humanism, both 
the classical and the Christian paradigm which together informed the 
anthropological conception of the West.

These remarks might already suggest some conclusions. If we question 
traditional anthropology, what are the ethical consequences on the relations 
between humans? More precisely, could the common space of our ethical 
dimension be remain unquestioned, if our anthropological assumptions are 
deeply transformed? Or, could the condition of possibility of the common 
space undergo a reformulation? These questions have surfaced multiple 
times in the debate.

According to a popular understanding of the history of humankind, 
humans have a tendency for progressively expanding the boundaries of 
what is rightfully human, for example including under such label slaves, 
foreigners, women, and so on, over the course of time. But perhaps 
transhumanism will cause a more substantial transformation. We cannot 
overlook how the transhumanists’ predictions could represent something 
brand new. In other words, thinking transhumans vs. humans through the 
lens of old paradigms such as rich/poor, alien/citizen, or man/woman, 
might be misleading. Indeed, those classical distinctions all rely on a 

3 Jürgen Habermas, ‘Remarks on Legitimation through Human Rights’, Modern 
Schoolman, 75 (1998), p. 100.
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common shared fundamental anthropology, while trying to advance a 
specific difference through ideology. We are now observing that the very 
ontological identity of humans may be challenged, all the way from simple 
biotechnological issues to the potential differentiation of humankind into a 
real plurality of species.

This is not only a speculation on future, incompatible anthropic traits. 
These could be unintended consequences of our technological development 
as they are foreseen by sci-fi dystopian literature.4 On the contrary: it is the 
transhumanist stress on the production of better human beings which is 
inevitably linked to the radical overcoming of human physiology. And the 
possibility that humans might turn into something totally different from 
what we know and understand may as well generate a sense of alterity and 
apathy towards it. In other words, the posthuman must be different in order 
to represent novelty and the enhancement of our flawed ordinary human 
condition, and yet it must also be similar, so that we see it as something 
akin to us. (From which a plausible question arises: how different should 
the posthuman be, such that it is human but also post?)

Transhumanism could actually lead to forms of life so different that 
their aims and goals will not concern us anymore. Transforming what we 
ultimately are, blurs our images of what is human, of the condition of fragility 
which essentially defines it. In fact, the central point of transhumanism is 
the progressive immunisation and ultimately the abolition of the body, but 
it is precisely the mind-body relation that defines what is human. It is not 
by chance that this approach is called ‘transhumanism’: the goal is to go 
really beyond the human, overcoming the essential features of its nature.

It is worth noting that this remark is linked to something Habermas 
himself pointed out: in The Future of Human Nature, he highlighted the 
loss of symmetry among humans as a fundamental precondition of the 
approaching ‘liberal eugenics’.5 It is equally worthwhile to point out that 
Habermas’s analysis was formulated in contrast to Peter Sloterdijk’s. 
Setting aside the tone of the discussion, as Habermas thought Sloterdijk 
was advocating a racist and eugenic position, there is no doubt the latter 
encouraged an aristocratic rise of the differentiating power of men. In 
other words, Sloterdijk hoped for a differentiation of anthropological types 
through processes of selection. Hence, what I want to highlight is the 

4 See e.g. Altered Carbon (Netflix, 2018-2020). 
5 Jürgen Habermas, Die Zukunft der menschlichen Natur. Auf dem Weg zu einer 

liberalen Eugenik? (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2001).
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convergence between Habermas and Sloterdijk, despite the opposite value 
judgement.

The key concept here which can help in understanding the 
anthropological splitting I am examinating is the image of bubbles of 
different types of humans, widely employed by Sloterdijk in his work. As 
he points out, bubbles are indeed crucial for humanity: phylogenetically, 
as they enable humans to survive at unlikely odds; and also biographically, 
due to the enormous mechanisms of exemption we have built both for our 
children—because of the breeding time needed in our species, unparalleled 
in the animal world—; and progressively for ourselves, through culture, 
technology, and medicine. There are various way to demarcate what is 
inside and outside any bubble–strongholds, drawbridges, walled cities, fire 
doors, exclusion zones, sterile fields, safe spaces, borders, border controls, 
passports. They are often all-pervading, and yet so overlooked as we are 
accustomed to them. 

Moreover, should an unexpected risk occur, anyone’s bubble closes in 
and collapses rapidly in order to keep us safe and sound, until any cracks 
show up on the shield. When facing the sudden and unsettling appearance 
of a black swan, any other fears are temporarily put aside: the urge to 
protect ourselves through isolating leads once more to the usual repertoire 
of enclosures, borders, and controls. In other words, our bubbles can go 
well beyond their soft version expressed in social media and ideological 
safe zones, and even beyond the reciprocal hostilities between peoples 
and cultures—the more pressing and tangible sense of individual survival 
precedes any other possible sense. Bubbles then appear in the paradoxical 
form of rigid bubbles, normatively defined and enforced by political 
authorities.

The production of several different spheres against a threatening 
background seems like a fitting explanation for many contemporary events: 
from gated communities to the emphasis on immunisation (even literally); 
from the echo chambers to the safe doors of political correctness. Nothing 
is as comfortable as one’s favourite bubble. Of course, globalisation is a 
force trying to abolish most separation layers or, more precisely, trying to 
reduce the entire planet to one layer. Earth is becoming the oecumene: the 
one land of all citizens, the land of cosmopolitanism. Thus, the topic of this 
paper bears some analogy with the ongoing clash between the public sphere 
and multiculturalism.6 This sheds light on transhumanism, which, far from 

6 See e.g. Davide Sparti, ‘Difficili convivenze. Una nota su Habermas e il 
multiculturalismo’, Quaderni di sociologia, 29 (2002), pp. 121-141.
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being an unusual phenomenon, emulates with technological efficiency 
a multiplicity of current social mechanisms. In short: the enclosure is 
strengthened by the need for protection, and takes shape as differentiation 
if the goal becomes the production of various kinds of enhanced and 
immunised trans-humans. However, such evolution leads to very clear 
consequences for the common space: separation, enclosure, and conflict.

5. A Problem for Liberalism

However, it is far from obvious what the relation between these 
Habermasian-liberal considerations and the liberal tradition is. One might as 
well account for the liberal tradition in a very different way, starting from the 
same starting point of the value of autonomy. By doing so, the legitimation 
will shift from an optimal standard of symmetry to subjective desires and 
intentions, often labeled as ‘life goals’. Corporeality stands necessarily as 
a limitation of these life goals, and thus it urges transhumanism to fight 
it. Moreover, it is the repository of the original given, passive, imposed 
character, which appears unacceptable to any subject holding autonomy as 
their only valid compass. It is not a coincidence that life goals rely more 
and more on technology. Perhaps 

the natural and normative foundations […] have already been absorbed by 
the shifting  sands of subjectivity in which the body is more  a problem than 
a definitive feature […] what Habermas fails to recognize is that late liberal 
society is no longer comprised of embodied persons, but populated with 
persons who happen to have bodies.7

Thus, the liberal tradition exhibits an interesting internal tension 
between inclusion and autonomy; between all-encompassing perspectives 
and individual projects; between equality and subjectivity. In other words, 
a supposedly progressive and inevitable push for the extension and the 
inclusion of universal rights as nurtured by the public sphere clashes with 
the urge for differentiation, which results in separate and incompatible 
bubbles. Furthermore, this clash creates a new form of inequality, which 
cannot be simply discarded as the byproduct of an obsolete traditional 
world—on the contrary, it comes from the same ideological cluster of 
modernity. This is the key question. It is an internal tension, probably 

7 Brent Waters, From Human to Posthuman. Christian Theology and Technology in 
a Postmodern World (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), p. 39.



40 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

irredeemable within the framework of our society, and which may only be 
temporarily solved by unstable compromises.

 A side note: I suggest one should not utterly oppose the push for 
enhancement and differentiation. It is necessary to find a framework in 
which it is metaphysically possible and compatible with a fundamentally 
shared human ontology. Only the combination of what is shared and what 
is individual and differentiated makes it possible for what is personal to 
emerge. 

6. Versions of Humanity, Versions of Ontology

Through the lenses of practical rationality as formulated above, the 
fundamental focus should be on the question whether we are going to opt 
for a version of humanity capable of building communities based on a 
shared experience, or rather a narcissistic, ultimately individual one, where 
liberation is intended as the immunisation from all risks, the overcoming 
of all weaknesses. The shared view of humanity so far has lied in the 
classical and Christian humanistic traditions, able to grasp the ambivalent 
nature of technology, which is neither good nor bad per se. Technology, 
as a pharmakon, can be both curative and poisonous. The traditional 
humanistic wisdom stresses the importance of a reliable balance between 
risks and opportunities, instead of assuming a completely positive stance 
(human enhancement) or a completely negative one (uncritical refusal of 
technology, as per radical environmentalism for instance, which is also 
hostile to humankind). Overall, the political religions of the 20th century 
are being replaced by a technological religion, ready to be the next device 
of mythological delusion. Post- and transhumanism are at risk of becoming 
a new version of the utopian mentality of the last two centuries, especially 
because they now go dangerously hand in hand with the real, not only 
imagined or potential, power of technology.

In conclusion, the notion of common space I have presented here is 
able to escape a material understanding, which would make it dogmatic 
and static, while also escaping mere formalism. In other words, a shared 
ontology is key to dealing with ‘common goods’ without leaving this 
popular lexicon at risk to be lost in the irrelevance (both theoretical and 
practical) of a mere emotional push.
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ariel guersenzVaig

AN INQUIRY INTO  
THE PRACTICE OF DESIGN

This paper focuses on the activity of design as a practice. It explores the 
role that Alasdair MacIntyre’s account of practices1 can play in an inquiry 
into the ends and excellences of Design. In the following, this text attempts 
a first step in that exploration, contending that crucial insights into the 
ethics of designing can be obtained by examining the practice from within.

1. Design as an Activity

The term ‘Design’ can be understood as an activity primarily associated 
with the conception and the planning of the human-made world (e.g., 
products, services, or environments).2 Yet correct, this understanding falls 
short as Design goes beyond conceiving and planning, as it profoundly 
affects our everyday life and transforms our ‘lifeworld’, that is, the state 
of affairs that hosts our pre-reflective, immediate subjective experience of 
our surroundings. It thus far exceeds formal or functional enhancement, 
and it is much more than the cherry on the cake. Design is also a way of 
making sense of things and deciding what they should be, do, and mean. 
In other words, designing a chair is not only shaping its form but also 
tacitly answering questions about what good sitting is, how comfort should 
affect the human experience, and what symbolic meanings can be inscribed 
into chairs and sitting. These questions go thus beyond basic utility and 
function and enter the realm of ethics and social meanings.

The design scholar Richard Buchanan summarises:

1 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007).

2 When the word ‘Design’ is capitalised, it refers to the ‘design activity’ or to the 
‘field of design’, in contrast to ‘design’ (in lowercase), which refers to a 
specification or form (the ‘design of a car’, for instance).



44 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

design is the way we plan and create the complex wholes that provide a 
framework for human culture—the human systems and sub-systems that work 
either in congress or in conflict with nature to support human fulfilment.3

Everywhere we look we find the outcomes and effects of Design. Cities 
and towns are marked by its influence; we find it even in what we take to be 
‘pristine’ nature (e.g., satellite coverage extending over the entire world and 
wiring up the most remote parts of the world). Design has revolutionised 
our lives, improving how we communicate, heal, care for others, learn, 
teach, move around, build, or dwell. Yet it has also negatively impacted 
the social and ecological life of human and non-human beings. Be that as 
it may, the results of Design are more than mere instruments that one can 
use for right or wrong but become constitutive of our lives and life-plans. 
Jeroen van den Hoven tellingly illustrates this: ‘it is impossible to be a 
Samurai without a special sword’.4

Everyone designs and has a capability to conceive, plan, and shape the 
world around them. Along this line, Design is often considered a universal 
type of human capability.5

Following José Ortega y Gasset, it could be argued that we develop 
artefacts (e.g., heating systems, agriculture machinery, cars and so on) not 
to directly satisfy vital needs (keeping warm, eating, moving), but rather to 
free ourselves from ceaselessly having to face those needs. Artefacts bring 
about ‘a suspension of the primary set of actions with which we meet needs 
directly’.6 A desire to live well is thus what drives all humans to design. We 
free up time to occupy ourselves with the task of being ourselves.7

3 Richard Buchanan, ‘Human Dignity and Human Rights: Thoughts on the 
Principles of Human-Centered Design’, Design Issues, 17 (2001), p. 39.

4 Jeroen Van den Hoven, ‘Human Capabilities and Technology’, in The Capability 
Approach, Technology and Design, ed. by Ilse Oosterlaken and Jeroen Van den 
Hoven (Dordrecht: Springer, 2012), p. 33.

5 This view is widely shared in Design scholarship. See e.g. Victor Papanek, Design 
for the Real World, 2nd revised edn (Chicago: Academy Chicago Publishers, 
1984); Ezio Manzini, Design, When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to 
Design for Social Innovation  (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2015); Harold G. 
Nelson and Erilk Stolterman, The Design Way: Intentional Change in an 
Unpredictable World  (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2014).

6 José Ortega y Gasset, Toward a Philosophy of History  (New York: W. W. Norton 
& Company, 1941), p. 92.

7 Ibid., pp. 117–18.



A. Guersenzvaig - An Inquiry into the Practice of Design  45

1.1 Design as an Occupation or Profession

Besides being a general human capability, since recent times Design can 
also be considered an occupation or profession8 involving a more restricted 
group of individuals we call designers. Designers, unlike the general 
population, have their own systematised design methods, standards, 
vocabulary, and epistemology. They work at or for design firms and 
design departments of different organisations (such as banks, newspapers, 
or government agencies). This more restrictive notion arose in the mid-
nineteenth century as a consequence of the breakdown of traditional craft 
systems and the introduction of methods of mass production of goods—
when the new role of ‘designer’ emerged for workers. The designer took 
care of creating the generic specifications that could be used to produce 
multitudes of equal-looking products from the original specifications. 

Since then, Design has undergone remarkable changes and we can 
rightly speak of hyper-specialised design disciplines (graphic, product, 
interface design, and so on). Its purview has widened and includes other 
fields such as the design of services and organisations.9 Since the 1980s 
Design has embraced participation as designers work together with experts 
from other disciplines, as well as with end users and other stakeholders.

2. Design as a Practice

In this paper, a ‘practice’ is not simply ‘carrying out an activity’ or a 
‘customary way of doing something’, but a more full-bodied notion, which 
in an oft-cited passage MacIntyre defines as:

Any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 
activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the 
course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate 
to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human 
powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods 
involved, are systematically extended.10

8 I avoid discussing whether Design satisfies or not the criteria for counting as a 
fully blown profession, as this theme it is not central to this essay. For an 
exhaustive treatment of the issue see Ariel Guersenzvaig, The Goods of Design: 
Professional Ethics for Designers  (London: Rowman & Littlefield 2021), pp. 41–
119.

9 Manzini, Design, When Everybody Designs, p. 53.
10 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 187.



46 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

A practice, in the sense proposed, is a specific type of social activity 
with standards of excellence that guide practitioners towards the intrinsic 
rewards that can be obtained. These rewards are called internal goods, 
which are intrinsically and rather uniquely associated with the practice 
where they can be obtained (e.g., making an elegant move may be an 
internal good of chess).11 Practices are not isolated pursuits, but are activities 
embedded in a larger social context that coalesce around an organising 
purpose (a telos). The upshot is that when practitioners pursue the internal 
goods of a practice, provided they do so according to its standards, they 
achieve goods and develop virtues in their journey.12 In this journey, not 
only is the practitioner’s technical ability and overall expertise improved, 
but the practitioner themself grows as a person when they overcome the 
obstacles and distractions they encounter as they pursue the internal goods 
the practice offers. And it is in achieving these goods together with other 
practitioners where new and modified conceptions of ends can emerge. 
MacIntyre’s engagement with practices, needless to say, is richer than what 
I—due to space reasons—can encompass here.

2.1 Design is Coherent, Complex, Socially Established and Cooperative

Design may be comprised of many different subdisciplines, each with 
a set of particular skills, tools, methods, and their own cultural traditions. 
However, that these particularities exist does not imply that there is not a 
common overarching practice. Many design scholars have insisted on a 
designerly outlook based on ‘the deep, underlying patterns of how designers 
think and act’,13 which makes Design a distinct activity different from 
science or art. Design is an intellectually demanding activity underpinned 
by a set of core cognitive and metacognitive processes. Summarising these, 
the design scholar Nigel Cross posits that ‘design ability requires steering 
a path through the uncertainty from an ill-defined problem situation to the 
end-point of a satisfactory and high-quality resolution. Key to that ability 
is the designer’s careful and often apparently tacit selection of strategies 
and tactics’.14

Designers conform a community of practice, i.e., ‘a group of 
professionally qualified people in the same discipline. All of whom 

11 Ibid., pp. 188–89.
12 Ibid., pp. 187-203.
13 Notably, Nigel Cross, Designerly Ways of Knowing  (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2007), p. 

11.
14 Nigel Cross, ‘Editorial: Design as a Discipline’, Design Studies, 65 (2019), p. 3.
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negotiate with, and participate in, a mutually understood discourse’.15 The 
design scholar Klaus Krippendorff suggests that designers, ‘by their very 
professional commitments to each other, cannot escape and derive their 
identity from being part of a design discourse community’.16 When people 
design in the general way, they do not engage in beings and doings in the 
way designers do. Self-recognition, for instance, is a differentiating factor: 
‘Not everyone who [designs] calls him or herself a designer’.17

The institutionalisation of design as a legitimate discipline alongside 
the rest of academic fields underscore design as a discipline with genuine 
intellectual and theoretical underpinnings. Going back to the late 19th 
century, but especially since the 1950s, a great number of universities 
offer academic degrees in different areas of design at undergraduate, 
postgraduate, and doctoral levels.18 There is further a rich and established 
milieu of production and dissemination of knowledge that is broadly similar 
to what can be found in related domains such as engineering. While higher 
education and scholarly research are certainly not required for an activity 
to count as a practice, the existence thereof highlights Design’s coherence 
and complexity, as well as its level of establishment.19

2.2 The Internal Goods of Design

As mentioned above, a key facet of a practice is the possibility of pursuing 
and obtaining internal goods. In Design, internal goods could be found, 
for instance and without trying to exhaust the list, in envisioning through 
the techniques of the craft something that does not yet exist but could be 
produced; in reaching a creative solution while dealing with constraints; 
in learning from stakeholders to define the function of a product; in co-
creating as a team; in harnessing the designerly ingenuity that emerges 
while dealing with complex open-ended problems; in the joy of moving 
from an abstract request for a product to a potentially functioning artefact; 

15 Michael Tovey, ‘The Passport to Practice’, in Design and Designing, ed. by Steve 
Garner and Chris Evans (London: Berg, 2012), p. 5.

16 Klaus Krippendorff, The Semantic Turn: A New Foundation for Design (Boca 
Raton: CRC Press, 2006), p. 11.

17 Ibid., p. 31.
18 Rachel Cooper, ‘Design Research – Its 50-Year Transformation’, Design Studies, 

65 (2019), pp. 7–8.
19 For scholarly accounts of design activity see Krippendorff, The Semantic Turn; 

Nelson and Stolterman, The Design Way, pp. 1–75.
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in the industriousness necessary for balancing conflicting demands while 
bringing a project to a good end.

These internal goods can also range from seemingly minor rewards 
(such as designing a typography for a readable traffic sign), which becomes 
a more strategic good when we consider how Design aims to enable drivers 
to negotiate their interactions on the road and safely get to their destination. 
We find internal goods closely connected to others’ bodily health or to social 
justice (such as testing prototypes for safety or conducting user research to 
make a product more usable, accessible, and inclusive). Along these lines, 
internal goods can be found in making strategic contributions to others’ 
wellbeing (such as the design for the diagnostic process for breast cancer 
we are about to mention).

Much evidence points to Design contributing positively to the common 
good, even in areas not usually seen as the purview of design.20 Consider 
the case of Oslo University Hospital, the largest hospital in Scandinavia, 
hiring global design firm Designit to rethink the entire referral and 
diagnostic process for breast cancer patients. Informed by qualitative user 
research involving different kinds of stakeholders (e.g., patients and their 
families, hospital staff, and top management), the resulting design solution 
positively impacted the patients’ and their relatives’ lives, as well as the 
hospital workflow, reducing the waiting time from referral to diagnosis 
from twelve weeks to seven days. Due to this success, it has become a 
precursor for a Norwegian national standard for breast cancer procedures.21

Conversely, external goods are crucial to sustain a practice, but are 
not uniquely associated with it.22 Money, fame, and social status are 
examples. The practice grows when its practitioners focus on goods that 
are intrinsically attached to it, instead of primarily pursuing external goods, 
which can be obtained otherwise. Design is extended only when designers 
pursue the telos of design and its internal goods (designing excellent 
products, questioning and resisting the design of unnecessary things, 
mentoring young designers, and so on).

20 See e.g., Kees Dorst and others, Designing for the Common Good  (Amsterdam: 
Bis Publishers, 2016).

21 Marie Hartmann, Kaja Misvær Kistorp, and Emilie Strømmen Olsen, ‘Using 
Prototyping and Co-Creation to Create Ownership and Close Collaboration: 
Reducing the Waiting Time for Breast Cancer Patients’, in This Is Service Design 
Doing, ed. by Marc Stickdorn and others (Sebastopol: O’Reilly Media, 2018), pp. 
252–55.

22 MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 188–90. 
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3. The Elements of the Practice of Design

While ‘conceiving and planning the human-made world’ is design’s 
literal goal, it amounts to a practice only when performed in relation to 
some particular purposes and standards of excellence. Since every practice 
involves a shared sense of a purpose (a telos) and motive, Design is a 
practice insofar as designers pursue common overarching purposes; that 
is, Design is not a practice merely because most members studied design 
or have an aesthetic sense. More is needed. Naturally, both knowledge 
and skills are crucial, but the definitory aspect of the practice is how they 
judge what they do (the standards of excellence), what they do it for (the 
overarching purposes), and the rewards they obtain (the internal goods of 
design).

It is designers who are the best suited to recognise the goods and 
determine the excellences arising from their practice. MacIntyre asserts: 
‘Those who lack the relevant experience are incompetent thereby as judges 
of internal goods.’23 Naturally, there might be conflicting vantage points 
because a practice is not a monoculture but a dialogical space about the 
ends and goods of the practice.24 The existing standards, purposes and the 
very tradition in which these are embedded can be questioned, and thus 
transformed and enriched.

Design demands the exercise of a set of technical skills, but these, 
however developed and sophisticated, cannot be equated to the whole of 
the practice because a practice ‘is never just a set of technical skills.’25 
Moreover, a highly skilled designer who primarily aims at winning design 
awards but does not care for design’s internal goods cannot be said to be 
truly engaged in the practice of design: It is the pursuit of internal goods that 
constitutes the practice in actuality. Contrarily, a less proficient designer 
who truly aims at design’s internal goods is more deeply engaged with 
the practice than the one who primarily seeks awards. The more intrinsic 
the purpose is to the practice, the more genuine the engagement with the 
practice.

The designer whose primary purpose is to win an award will fail to attain 
the internal goods that could otherwise be obtained, even if they produce a 
technically excellent outcome that actually gets them the award. The actual 
quality of the realised outcome is not conducive per se to the attainment 

23 Ibid. p. 189.
24 Jason Blakely, Alasdair Macintyre, Charles Taylor, and the Demise of Naturalism  

(Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 2016), pp. 64–65.
25 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 193.
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of internal goods because it is not intended as an end but as a means to the 
award. An outcome whose focus is external cannot become an internal good 
afterwards, because an external object cannot be internalised.26 Naturally, 
in the case of an excellent outcome, the designer might feel satisfaction 
and a sense of legitimate pride, but this is not the same as internal goods.

Oblivious to MacIntyrean terminology, the designer Paula Scher seems 
very aware of the difference between internal and external goods:

There are all kinds of problems and compromises that I must negotiate. 
Things that have to be held on to, things that have to be protected to make 
something move forward. [...] The accoutrements, and the awards, and my 
picture in a book don’t matter. What matters is the next project.27

The ‘things’ Scher seeks to protect are rather enigmatic, but their internal 
character seems clear. Can’t a designer get ‘likes’ on Instagram and win 
prizes? Of course they can! External goods are important. Yet, they are 
contingently attached to practice ‘by the accidents of social circumstance.’28 
The graphic design legend Milton Glaser illustrates this point:

I am very happy to have made enough money to live as well as I do, but 
I never thought of money as a reason to work. Much of my satisfaction and 
happiness in life comes out of my relationship to my work. And I still have the 
feeling that I have enormous opportunities and possibilities. There is always so 
much more to understand about the nature of communicating and design and 
color. You reach a point in your life when you realize that you know nothing 
about color or shape!29

4. From Internal Goods to Design Ethics

Despite a general consensus about the moral import of Design and ‘the 
paramount need for ethics in design today’,30 there is no widespread know-

26 Alejo José G. Sison, ‘Revisiting the Common Good of the Firm’, in The 
Challenges of Capitalism for Virtue Ethics and the Common Good, ed. by Kleio 
Akrivou and Alejo José G. Sison (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2016), 
p. 108.

27 Debbie Millman, How to Think Like a Great Graphic Designer  (New York: 
Allworth Press, 2007), pp. 50–51.

28 MacIntyre, After Virtue,  p. 188.
29 Millman, How to Think Like a Great Graphic Designer, p. 32.
30 Jeffrey K. H. Chan, ‘Design Ethics: Reflecting on the Ethical Dimensions of 

Technology, Sustainability, and Responsibility in the Anthropocene’, Design 
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how for addressing the ethical issues that arise in practice, i.e., practical 
reason. This, however, is not due to a lack of methods; many methods 
seek to bring ethics into design (e.g., Value-Sensitive Design), but ethical 
reflection is not been formally integrated into the design process.31 As far as 
I see it, advocating for codes of ethics will not accomplish much either—
formulating declarative rules hoping that ethical reflection will follow is 
the wrong way around.32

A more promising first step to nurture and underpin the quality of ethical 
deliberations in Design would be to foster a general awareness about the 
ends of the practice. Buchanan illustrates this shortcoming:

Designers ‘are better able to discuss the principles of the various methods 
that are employed in design thinking than the first principles of design, the 
principles on which [their] work is ultimately grounded and justified.33

Being a new practice and lacking a strong tradition, Design misses an 
awareness about ends, which is indispensable for practical reasoning as 
it offers ‘context for the reasoning, and [enables a person] to determine 
what kind of thing [they are] to do.’34 Because of this lacking, designers 
are disoriented.

What should occupy us now is charting the main matters of concern of 
design activity, its ends and rewards, its challenges at large, its irresolvable 
moral disputes and value conflicts. This inquiry can foster the awareness 
that is missing. Being able to distinguish between ‘genuine from merely 
apparent’ purposes, is key for the quality of our practical reasoning.35 Yet, 
the awareness needs to be actualised in practice by acting upon it: ‘the 
conclusions of our practical reasoning are our actions.’36 

Studies, 54 (2018), p. 196.
31 Aimee Van Wynsberghe and Scott Robbins, ‘Ethicist as Designer: A Pragmatic 

Approach to Ethics in the Lab’, Science and Engineering Ethics, 20 (2014), pp. 
948–49.

32 This is a point made by David Carr in his treatment of the ethics of the teaching 
profession, see Professionalism and Ethics in Teaching (London: Routledge, 
2000), p. 44.

33 Buchanan, ‘Human Dignity and Human Rights’, pp. 36-37.
34 MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 161-62.
35 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, 

Practical Reasoning, and Narrative  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), p. 190.

36 Ibid., p. 37. Italics in the original.
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This inquiry into Design seeks to reveal something that is presupposed 
to exist and be subjacent to the practice—at least in its paradigmatic, 
exemplary instances. What features do these instances have in common? 
For what ends are design methods and techniques mobilised? According to 
which standard of excellence are they measured? Paraphrasing the words 
of James Allen, what is the issue or outcome of what excellent designers 
do, and do precisely because Design has this as its issue?37

There is neither use nor reason in answering these questions from outside 
the practice, nor in articulating a list of ethical ‘dos and don’ts’. Richer 
answers can be found through a practice-based lens that recognises and 
examines what designers already do that amounts to excellent designing. It 
is in these actions and instances where they might encounter the awareness 
that is missing and thus bring ethics into Design.

37 James Allen, ‘Why There Are Ends of Both Goods and Evils in Ancient Ethical 
Theory’, in Strategies of Argument: Essays in Ancient Ethics, Epistemology, and 
Logic, ed. by Mi-Kyoung Lee (Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 244.
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FAMILY, PRACTICE, AND PRACTICAL 
RATIONALITY

A MacIntyrean Account

1. Introduction

MacIntyre writes of family in several texts. Indeed, in a number of 
major works since After Virtue the concept of family is employed as a 
key elucidatory device, at times occupying an especially prominent place 
in these writings1 In MacIntyre’s writings family is linked explicitly with 
the development of practical rationality. In particular, MacIntyre explains 
that through the family we acquire independence from our rudimentary 
desires.2 This acquisition of independence is crucial because it is only with 
its acquisition that we can evaluate desires qua desires and so be said to be 
developing rationality. That is, in a family

the child moves beyond its initial animal state of having reasons for acting 
in this way rather than that towards its specifically human state of being able 
to evaluate those reasons, to revise them or to abandon them and replace them 
with others.3

It would be fair to say that what MacIntyre writes about family is 
however not an object of primary interest to MacIntyrean scholars or 
commentators. In fact, there are relatively few writings specifically on 
MacIntyre’s approach to family. One aim of this paper is therefore to make 
a contribution to the existing MacIntyrean literature on family. There is also 
a radical bent to MacIntyre’s writings on family that deserves underscoring, 

1 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 1st edn (London: 
Duckworth, 1981).

2 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (London: Duckworth, 1999).

3 Ibid., p. 91.
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not least with those who regard him as a conservative thinker.4 This is 
because while able to contribute much to rational development, MacIntyre 
does not, however, seemingly regard the family as absolutely necessary 
to the development of reason per se. That is, what is necessary for the 
cultivation of practical rationality is a practice through which independence 
from prior, more rudimentary desires can be acquired. It would appear this 
‘liberating’ practice does not necessarily have to be the family although 
MacIntyre sees this as its role. By shedding further light on MacIntyre’s 
approach to family, we can also underline the interpretivism associated 
with MacIntyre’s thinking and do so, moreover, as regards to his concept 
of practice. This is significant as the interpretivism pervading his writings 
is not the main thrust of discussions of what does and does not make a 
practice. Here the discussion commonly assumes a more ontological, even 
essentialist direction. 

2. Is Family a Practice?

Typically in his writings, the concept of family is discussed in relation to 
practice, a key MacIntyrean concept, and one that for MacIntyre is crucial to 
the development and exercise of practical rationality. Without practices and 
our participation in them we cannot develop reason through the realisation 
of the internal, common goods that practices offer. MacIntyrean practices 
also enact and sustain the virtues, without which we cannot realise internal 
goods.5 Without a virtuous character, we cannot deliberate rationally with 
others and so we cannot interrelate in the ways that underpin practices.6 
Without the virtues, and the practices fostering them, most crucially, we 
cannot develop phronesis, the situational sensitivity that characterises the 
words and actions of the wise and prudent.7 

4 Elizabeth Frazer and Nicola Lacey, The Politics of Community: A Feminist 
Critique of the Liberal-Communitarian Debate (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester 
Wheatsheaf, 1993), p. 103.

5 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn (London: 
Duckworth, 2007), p. 191.

6 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Rival Aristotles: Aristotle against Some Modern 
Aristotelians,’ in Ethics and Politics: Selected  Essays. Volume 2 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 32; MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn, pp. 
191–194.

7 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the 
Philosophy of Science,’ in The Tasks of Philosophy: Selected Essays. Volume 
1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 15.
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3. Is Family a Special Practice? 

While MacIntyre clearly writes of family as a practice, MacIntyre 
would also appear to regard family not only as a practice, but as a special, 
particular kind of practice. That is, family is described as a practice that 
provides for the realisation of internal goods but also prepares us for other 
practices.8 ‘What those who perform the role and function of a good parent 
achieve,’ MacIntyre explains, ‘is to bring the child to the point at which it 
is educable, not only by them but also by a variety of other different kinds 
of teacher.’9 

In what MacIntyre is writing here, there is, then, the suggestion that 
family has a primarily instrumental role. Families, according to what 
MacIntyre seems prima facie to be suggesting, are valuable because they 
prepare children for other practices. As MacIntyre explains:

Families at their best are forms of association in which children are first 
nurtured, and then educated for and initiated into the activities of an adult 
world in which their parents’ participatory activities provide them both with 
resources and models.10 

Writing about family as a means to another end is very interesting. For 
one thing it hints at a place for family alongside teaching, and more than 
once MacIntyre refers to parents as teachers.11 Somewhat controversially, 
as many MacIntyreans will know, MacIntyre does not think teaching a 
practice—‘[t]eaching itself is not a practice’12—because it does not possess 
its own internal goods.13 For MacIntyre, teaching is an essential constituent 
of a practice, but it is merely an instrument, ‘a means’, and so teaching ‘has 
no point and purpose except for the point and purpose of the activities to 
which it introduces students’.14 

While seemingly seen as fulfilling a special, instrumental role, for 
MacIntyre elsewhere in his writings family would still appear to have 

8 Cf. MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals.
9 Ibid., p. 91.
10 Ibid., p. 133.
11 Ibid., p. 89.
12 Alasdair MacIntyre and Joseph Dunne, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre on Education: In 

Dialogue with Joseph Dunne,’ Journal of Philosophy of Education, 36 (2002), 
p. 9.

13 Ibid., p. 5. Cf. Joseph Dunne, ‘Arguing for Teaching as a Practice: A Reply to 
Alasdair MacIntyre,’ Journal of Philosophy of Education, 37 (2003), pp. 353–69.

14 MacIntyre and Dunne, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre on Education’, p.  9. 
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intrinsic worth, however. Unlike teaching, for example, a family has its 
own internal goods, the goods with which we pursue our telos.15 Teaching 
for MacIntyre has no internal goods of its own, by contrast, and so, for 
MacIntyre, may not be considered a practice in its own right. 

Despite this, the place of family in MacIntyre’s thinking regarding 
practices appears far from straightforward. Family, as with other practices, 
may have its own internal goods according to what MacIntyre writes, but 
if it is a practice, it is one also with non-intrinsic features that would at 
first sight at least suggest it does not quite fit with the other examples of 
practices MacIntyre employs, such as portrait painting or fishing.16 Indeed, 
this apparent instrumental purpose to family would seem to place it closer 
to a non-practice human activity, as MacIntyre understands it, such as 
teaching. 

4. Is Family a Different Kind of ‘Social Setting’ Altogether?

The consideration so far of what MacIntyre writes about the family raises 
doubts about MacIntyre regarding it as a practice simpliciter. We have seen 
that if it is a practice in MacIntyre’s sense, because of its instrumental role 
in our rational development, it would appear to be a practice of a special 
kind. 

Underscoring the need to further investigate the apparently special 
status of family as a practice in MacIntyre’s writing, consider also the 
other kinds of ‘social setting’ MacIntyre attaches to family throughout 
his various writings.17 In particular, consider what MacIntyre writes 
about institutions, one particularly significant example of his ‘social 
settings’. As is well-known, MacIntyre’s writings on institutions and their 
difference to practices—‘Practices,’ he argues, ‘must not be confused with 
institutions’18—is one of MacIntyre’s major contributions, featuring in 
various writings.19

15 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), p. 51.

16 MacIntyre, After Virtue; Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘A Partial Response to My Critics’, 
in After MacIntyre: Critical Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. 
by John Horton and Susan Mendus (Cambridge: Polity, 1994), pp. 283–303.

17 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 317.
18 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn, p. 194.
19 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Review of Immanuel Wallerstein, University in Turmoil, 

Inter Alia,’ American Journal of Sociology, 75 (1970), pp. 562–64; MacIntyre, 
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Given all of this regarding the apparent relationship but also distinction 
between institutions and practices, how then should we interpret what 
MacIntyre writes more recently? MacIntyre writes on more than one 
occasion of families not as practices but as institutions. ‘Schools, in this 
like families and like some workplaces, are institutions,’ MacIntyre, for 
example, explains.20

5. Practices as a Point of View?

So what does this all mean? We know that MacIntyre has written about 
families as practices, describing them in terms of internal goods. We know 
he regards passage through them as crucial to development of practical 
rationality and to human flourishing. It also appears he regards families as 
being a special case of practice and at times writing of them as more akin 
to other non-practice human activities, especially teaching, and likening 
them to other ‘social settings’, not least institutions. 

This is a complex picture and one that I hope in some way to illuminate 
below. My proposal is to accommodate MacIntyre’s complex writings on 
family by arguing that this complexity is due to a relatively underappreciated 
sense of practice lurking especially but not only in MacIntyre’s more recent 
writings.21 It is not for MacIntyre, I would argue, that family is a special 
kind of practice per se, but rather that it illustrates a particular feature of 
practice that is not immediately obvious in his writings. As already noted, 
moreover, practices are crucial to the development of practical rationality 
and the pursuit of our telos. With this added dimension to what he writes 
about family, we can also add further colour to MacIntyre’s already rich 
sense of practical rationality and its development. This will be explored in 
the next section of the paper. 

The more nuanced sense of practice I wish to draw out from MacIntyre’s 
writings in this paper features a shared, purposeful, cooperative human 
activity providing for the realisation of internal goods, such as family, but 
doing so crucially in terms of viewpoint (understanding, interpretation) 
rather than, for instance, only in terms of the types of goods the practice 

After Virtue; Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become 
Revolutionary: Ethics, Resistance, and Utopia’, in Virtue and Politics: Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s Revolutionary Aristotelianism, ed. by Paul Blackledge and Kelvin 
Knight (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), pp. 11–19.

20 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 172.
21 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity.
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in question does or does not produce. That is, from what MacIntyre writes 
about family, for example, whether a human activity is a practice in 
MacIntyre’s sense depends on whether it is regarded (understood, viewed) 
by its practitioners and stakeholders as such. Taking this interpretivist 
approach can help us see what MacIntyre is up to with family and help us 
overcome any concerns, however slight or unfounded, we might have that 
MacIntyre in writing about family is tying himself, and us, up in knots. 

As support for this apparent interpretivist sense of practice consider, for 
instance, the various examples—W. Edwards Deming and the Japanese 
automobile industry, Wendell Berry’s vision for farming, Tom Burns’ studies 
of the British Broadcasting Corporation, the Cummins Engine Company—
MacIntyre provides in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. With each of 
these examples MacIntyre can be seen as suggesting that how a collective 
human activity is viewed (understood, regarded) by its participants affects 
its capacity to be an internal good-realising and -enjoying practice. Those 
who do not see their activity in terms of practice, for example, do not 
understand themselves as part of collective purpose with the potential of 
realising ‘higher order’ internal goods, but rather 

understand themselves as individuals qua individuals whose social 
relationships are contingent features of their situation, to be evaluated by how 
far they contribute to the satisfaction of their [individual] preferences.22 

There is also indication in much earlier writings of this kind of 
interpretivist sense of practice.23 Fishing crews, MacIntyre argues, for 
example, can be either a practice or not. As a non-practice, he writes, 
fishing is ‘understood’ in technical, economic terms.24 Profits and ‘high 
level of reward’ are the ‘motivations and values’, with crew to be fired 
when profits are not high enough.25 As a practice, however, he argues, the 
‘understanding’ is that fishing and being a crew member has its common 
goods of excellence.26 In fact, these ‘goods of practice’ sustain them, at 
least in the short-term, when catches are bad or prices low.27 MacIntyre here 
seems to suggest then that whether or not a shared collective activity such 
as fishing is a practice, with internal, common goods that if realised help 

22 Ibid., p.175.
23 Cf. MacIntyre, ‘A Partial Response to my Critics’.
24 Ibid., p. 284.
25 Ibid., p. 285.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid., p. 286.
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to cultivate rationality, ultimately depends on the views, understanding, of 
its participants. 

6. Practices and Institutions

The fact remains though that MacIntyre very explicitly distinguishes 
between institutions and practices in works across his career.28 Yet how 
can family be both an institution and a practice but at other times not? One 
way out of this ostensible quandary suggested by the discussion so far is 
to regard his distinction between practice and institution as being between 
activities understood by its participants as being focused on common, 
internal goods (practices) and those where there is not this understanding 
(institutions). 

This potential solution to the issue of how practices and institutions 
relate in MacIntyre’s writings also connects closely to what MacIntyre 
writes about there being a ‘crucial’ difference between a practice and 
a collective activity where the primary motivation is financial gain.29 
Namely, where there is a difference between an activity where participants 
seek higher, internal, common goods and one that does not, and so where 
participants seek only personally rewarding ‘economic goods’.30 What 
MacIntyre appears to be arguing here is therefore again that the legitimacy 
of a collective human activity to be regarded as a practice is in the eye of 
those who comprise it, and, more specifically, that the legitimacy of it as a 
practice is in effect whether it is regarded by its members as a practice, or, 
for example, as an institution.

7. Family, Practice, and Practical Rationality

With family, we can therefore see in MacIntyre’s writings that how a 
collective human activity is viewed really matters. If a collective human 
activity is viewed as offering the realisation of common goods of excellence, 
then this means it is a practice. This I contend explains why shared human 
activities, such as the family, can be described as institutions on occasion 
by MacIntyre but also as practices. Whether a collective human enterprise 

28 e.g. MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary’.
29 MacIntyre, ‘A Partial Response to my Critics’, p. 284.
30 Ibid., p. 286.
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is an institution or other ‘social setting’ is for MacIntyre dependent on how 
its stakeholders conceive it.  

For MacIntyre, we have also seen that the family has an especially 
important role to play in the development of reason. It is important because 
it provides the conditions for the acquisition of independence from prior, 
basic desires and which in turn means being able to stand back and evaluate 
these more rudimentary desires qua more rudimentary desires. However, 
while the family is ideally placed to teach children that there are superior 
goods beyond their initial primitive desires, and by doing so facilitate 
the acquisition of the independence necessary for evaluative reasoning, 
the family does not always do this. As MacIntyre recognises, there can 
be bad families, where the acquisition of independence from our prior 
wants and to be able to stand back and evaluate these prior wants as prior, 
does not happen. What is necessary are ‘good family relationships’.31 As 
MacIntyre also recognises, if a family is unable to provide this opportunity 
for evaluation of prior desires, then other practices may be able to. For we 
are also told that the acquisition of independence from prior desires and 
so being able to take an evaluative stance vis-à-vis our prior desires can 
happen elsewhere. The family is not the only place where this acquisition 
of independence necessary for rational development and pursuit of our 
telos can happen. 

So, a closer reading tells us that for MacIntyre what counts is not so 
much the family per se but rather practices that provide opportunity to 
realise internal goods and in so doing provide opportunity to evaluate our 
prior desires. A family is ideally placed to do this, but if a family cannot 
fulfil its liberating role, then there are other practices that can. Whether an 
alternative shared human activity does provide this opportunity to stand 
back and evaluate current desires ultimately depends, however, on its 
status as a practice. As has been considered, for MacIntyre the status of a 
collective human enterprise appears to depend on how its members conceive 
it. Apparently, what counts for MacIntyre is whether the members of the 
activity see it as an opportunity to realise ‘higher order’, common goods, 
or not.  If they do, then the conditions are more likely to be favourable for 
new participants, children, for example, to adopt an evaluative, reasoned 
stance vis-à-vis their desires. 

Where the family is perhaps special is that it is the first practice that an 
individual will likely be initiated into, and so likely the first place that an 
individual comes to evaluate their desires qua desires. This is not always 

31 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 222.
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the case, however, with some children living in care, for example. Nor 
for MacIntyre is it so necessary that family is the first practice a child 
encounters. Indeed, as he also recognises, some families are ‘bad’ and so not 
at all fostering of an evaluative, critical stance towards desires. Crucially, 
moreover, according to MacIntyre the family is still no different to other 
collective human activities in that how it is viewed by its participants 
helps to determine whether it provides for the realisation of internal goods, 
cultivation of practical rationality, and pursuit of the good life. 

All of this suggests, among other things, a more radical MacIntyre 
than those who see him as a conservative thinker. MacIntyre does not 
regard families as sacrosanct or beyond reproach. Also, as it is clearly not 
inevitable that families or any other shared human activity are understood 
by members as internal-good fostering practices, as MacIntyre recognises, 
another question then is how participants come to view a collective human 
activity as a practice. MacIntyre writes of ‘training’, ‘discipline’, and 
‘experience’, and this is reminiscent of his contemporary John McDowell’s 
writings.32 McDowell writes of acquiring a second nature (Bildung) through 
‘education, habituation, or training’.33 For McDowell, Bildung, in part, 
comprises initiation into the space of reasons, and having our eyes opened 
to and becoming responsive to reasons, and here ‘communal practices’ 
play a key role.34 MacIntyre does not commonly use the term Bildung but 
formation and even transformation is central to his position on practical 
rationality and its interplay with practices. 

McDowell also alludes to human formation that is not always ‘normal’ 
and so where ‘rational requirements’ are not always visible. McDowell 
explains that eyes are not always opened to reasons or eyes are only 
opened to inauthentic reasons born of ‘social subservience’ or the ‘hold 
of dogma’.35 Similarly, McDowell describes situations where reasons are 
visible but cannot be acted upon, or where they can be acted upon only 
in circumscribed, limiting ways.36 MacIntyre is also well aware as in the 
case of family that there are potential obstacles to realising the ‘higher 
order’ benefits of collective activity, but aware too that potentially there are 
other collective human activities, other practices, that can replace them. In 

32 Ibid., p. 87.
33 John McDowell, Mind and World: With a New Introduction (London: Harvard 

University Press, 1996); John McDowell, Having the World in View: Essays on 
Kant, Hegel, and Sellars (London: Harvard University Press, 2009), p. 220.

34 McDowell, Having the World in View, p. 172.
35 Ibid., p. 169, p. 170.
36 Ibid., p. 200.
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MacIntyre’s case, practices are at the margins of today’s society, however, 
whereas for McDowell they remain part of a ‘normal’ upbringing and so 
typical process of rational development.37  

8. Conclusion

The starting point for this paper was whether family is a MacIntyrean 
practice. This is a crucial question for rational development and pursuit 
of the good life, not least because MacIntyre emphasises family as key 
to development of human reasoning and flourishing. As this paper has 
attempted to show, this is not at all a straightforward question, however, 
with family at first sight appearing to occupy a special position in 
MacIntyre’s thinking. In particular, MacIntyre writes about families as 
practices, describing them in terms of internal goods, but also at times 
writes of them as other types of human activities and ‘social settings’, not 
least institutions. 

This complex position then leads us to wonder how family, or indeed 
any other collective human activity, can be both practice and non-practice. 
In MacIntyre’s own writings the solution appears to be that whether a 
collective human activity, such as the family, is a practice or not depends 
on whether the participants view the activity as a means by which common, 
internal goods can be realised. There is supporting evidence for this in 
MacIntyre’s writings, especially in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. 

The proposal in this paper, that we see MacIntyre’s approach to family 
as an exemplar of the interpretivism that informs his thinking, underlines 
his radicalism. MacIntyre’s approach also raises very important questions 
regarding how we might go about trying to ensure the right preconditions 
are in place for the realisation of internal goods of excellence, the fostering 
of rational development, and the pursuit of our telos. 

37 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn, pp. 227-228.  
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1. Humanities and the Universities

In the spring of 2009, still in the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, an 
article came out in  Humanities, the National Endowment for the Humanities 
magazine,1 by R. Howard Bloch, American critic and scholar. His explicit 
concern there was the context of financial pressure on universities, which 
motivated a need to justify both the investment made by students and 
their families in a humanities education, and the investment universities 
themselves had to continuously make to support humanities departments 
and courses, especially given low enrolment rates and questionable 
relationships with return (understood as employability, future professional 
remuneration, etc.). Bloch’s proposal was that humanities are ‘the most 
essential tools for understanding the world in which we act and move’ and 
that they ‘produce a distancing from the self, and such distancing can serve 
as the warrant for ethical action’.2 So, understanding and ethical action are 
taken as the fruits humanities bear, available for whoever comes to collect 
them. The problem is that few people come. And worse, the very people 
who would most need it, simply ignore it:

One notices it might have been beneficial had more of the players in our 
irrational markets read their Homer, Dante, Dickens, or Balzac. There are no 
guarantees, of course, but greed and appetite have been exposed in literature and 
moral philosophy since the ancient Greeks. Nor has modern thought neglected 
this important subject. More education via Locke, Rousseau, Hobbes, or John 
Stuart Mill, or a serious course of Gibbon, Marx, or Tocqueville, could have 

1 R. Howard Bloch, ‘What Words Are Worth?’, Humanities, 30 (2009), pp. 1–6. 
The National Endowment for the Humanities is an American independent federal 
agency created in 1965, and one of the largest funders of humanities programs in 
the United States.

2  Bloch, p. 8.
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helped some particular individuals and their institutions gain some purchase 
upon the consequences—or at least the feasibility—of their actions.3 

This position, however, seems naïve, for it involves an implicit hope 
that the ones most in need of learning what the humanities have to teach 
will one day come to do so, something that does not appear to have ever 
happened in history. And if it does not happen, then the ‘power’ of the 
humanities—the ethical, social, and political power—seems redundant, a 
highly sophisticated form of preaching to the choir.

Some years later, in 2013, Matthew Batstone, co-founder and former 
director of the New College of the Humanities, London, UK, employed a 
different strategy on his ‘In defence of the humanities’, in the British online 
newspaper The Guardian. Batstone starts with facts: The majority of ‘UK’s 
leaders have humanities, arts or social science degrees. The STEM subjects 
(science, technology, engineering, maths) account for only 15% of the 
sample’.4 This could seem surprising, especially in the context of British 
contemporary politics, from which, Batstone claims, one might reasonably 
‘infer from government policy that only people with STEM degrees make 
a contribution to the prosperity of the nation’.5 According to him, that 
false idea is indirectly supported by the usual argument that the value of 
humanities lies in their contribution to our understanding of the past, the 
history of ideas, and culture. Batstone adds that it is systematically ignored 
that ‘graduates of these disciplines do incredibly well professionally, 
including those who follow business careers’.6 He, then, proceeds by 
showing how humanities curricula help build and develop skills required 
for professional success, even in business, such as argumentative skills, 
rhetoric ability, the capacity to deal with a lot of complex information in 
relatively short periods, and the appreciation of ideas and the value of 
creativity. These are the stuff good and charismatic business leaders are 
made of, and those are skills a humanistic education promotes.7 

It is questionable if Batstone’s premise about the prevalence of humanities 
graduates in leadership positions could easily cross the UK border—I 
suspect it would not. More important, however, is that these types of 

3  Bloch, p. 9.
4 Matthew Batstone, ‘In Defence of the Humanities’, The Guardian, 11 January 

2012 , p. 1 <https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/blog/2012/
jan/11/defend-humanities-graduates> (accessed 6 April 2022).

5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid., p. 2.
7 Ibid.
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remarks, truthful as they may be, value humanities for instrumental—even 
utilitarian—reasons. It might be true that the study of classics contributes 
to improving argumentative and rhetorical skills, and it might be true that 
the study of literature requires the exercise and development of the ability 
to deal with a lot of complex information in relatively short periods. It does 
not follow necessarily, however, that those are the more relevant features nor 
the reason humanities should continue to be studied and engaged with. The 
danger of this strategy is evident: If the link between studying humanities 
and professional success is weakened—as it seems to be the case in other 
contexts—the reason to value the humanities is lost.  Furthermore, this line 
of thought seems to depend on the acceptance of the premise that the end of 
education is a high salary or some other measure of professional success, 
something widely disputable and disputed significantly but, of course, not 
exclusively, by people who cherish and have specialised in the humanities.

This is the starting point of an Editorial at The Harvard Crimson from 
2016, in which the editors questioned the political option of securing 
funds for STEM disciplines while cutting them from humanities, with the 
argument that such options endanger democracy: ‘A humanities education 
is essential for ensuring that the voters of tomorrow are able to engage 
in open, incisive, and—perhaps most crucially—empathetic intellectual 
discourse about the fundamental issues underlying the political process.’8 

This claim correlates with the similar notion that humanities help people 
learn how to be human, or humane. Acknowledging that ‘the irony of the 
humanities’ declining prestige is that what they teach seems to be urgently 
needed in a polarized culture’, Sophie Gilbert wrote a piece in 2016 for 
the Atlantic contrasting the ‘pace of modern life’ and all its technological 
facilities with the humanities ‘leisurely thought and complex questions’ 
that require time and work,9 underlining how empathy and knowledge 
are what the humanities have to offer to this instant-Google-gratification-
seeking Netflix-binging culture, an antidote most needed to the various 
kinds of tribalisms seemingly rising.10

8 ‘In Defense of the Humanities (Editorial)’, The Harvard Crimson, 26 February 
2016, p. 10, < https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2016/2/26/in-defense-of-
humanities/> [accessed 6 April 2022].

9 Sophie Gilbert, ‘Learning to Be Human’, The Atlantic, 30 June 2016, p. 2, <https://
www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/06/learning-to-be-
human/489659/> [accessed 6 April 2022].

10 Ibid.
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2. Nussbaum and MacIntyre on the Humanities

Many11 of these ideas or more elegant versions of them were 
articulated by Martha Nussbaum in Not for Profit, a book-length essay 
where she argues that despite being systematically undervalued in favour 
of more obvious revenue securing subjects, humanities are fundamental 
to the political system that sustains economical and financial growth 
and stability.12 Her suggestion, in broad terms, is that an education 
in humanities facilitates the acquisition and development of certain 
moral traits, like tolerance, respect for difference, critical thinking, and 
autonomy, on which democracies crucially depend. All these ideas were 
developed in her previous works on the connections between literature 
and moral philosophy, and the need to integrate literary analysis in 
philosophical discourse, especially in moral philosophy. The specific 
claim of Not for Profit, then, is that humanities are important for the 
preservation of liberal democracies which, in turn, are the known political 
system that most favours economic development. This seems to suggest 
that humanities are to be valued because and inasmuch as they produce 
citizens fit for this type of political system.13

Let me contrast this view with a reply Alasdair MacIntyre gave, in 
an interview to Cogito, to a question about the pertinence of including 
philosophy in the British schools’ curricula. After explaining why that was 

11 I am very much aware of the limitations of my sample. The number of articles I 
mention here is very small, and the fact that I chose only articles in English and 
available online might of course restrict the discussion to the Anglophone first 
world. I am not aiming at statistical accuracy, though. My point is to show how 
some theses defended in academic contexts by philosophers and scholars have 
deep connections with arguments yielded in the public space. I also do not imply 
nor want to suggest that there are no other possible alternative ways of writing and 
speaking on the importance of the humanities. There are, and a very good recent 
example is Zena Hitz, Lost in Thought: The Hidden Pleasures of an Intellectual 
Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020).  

12 Martha Nussbaum, Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).

13 It should be made clear that Not for Profit is not the only book where Martha 
Nussbaum offers arguments for the importance of literature and the humanities for 
moral and political development and that, were the point of this essay to examine 
in depth her position on this matter, it would not be the most relevant one. 
Nevertheless, it is significant that she wrote it explicitly to enter the on-going 
discussion about the importance of the humanities in the context of the decrease 
in enrollments and in funding universities were (and have been) facing, and so, the 
choice of arguments and of vocabulary is deliberate, and can be discussed as such.
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not what he thought to be more necessary in education, claiming that ‘what 
we need in schools are fewer subjects, not more, so that greater depth can 
be acquired’, and enumerating the subjects ‘every child needs’ (including 
history, mathematics, physics, astronomy, ancient Greek enough to read 
Homer and the New Testament, great quantities of literature, music and 
art), MacIntyre concludes:  

Of course an education of this kind would require a major shift in our 
resources and priorities and, if successful, it would produce in our students 
habits of mind which would unfit them for the contemporary world. But to 
unfit our students for the contemporary world ought in any case to be one of 
our educational aims.14

Indeed, MacIntyre is not addressing specifically the humanities, but 
the contrast between considering that to produce fit citizens for liberal 
democracies is the end of education and defending that to ‘unfit our students 
for the contemporary world ought […] to be one of our educational aims’ is 
striking. Both authors could agree that reading good literature or thoroughly 
studying history, or ancient Greek could help develop important habits of 
mind and perhaps—and somewhat indirectly—even of character. But the 
purpose of that development is described in almost opposite terms. For 
MacIntyre, the Morality ingrained in contemporary liberal democracies 
might be the best context for economic growth but it certainly is not the 
best setting for moral development. It is, on the contrary, as if we needed to 
grow against it or, in a deflated version of the argument, despite it. 

3. Literature and Practical Reason

But could the humanities, and specifically literature, be of any assistance 
in this task? And is that the reason why these disciplines and practices 
should be preserved and valued? To answer that, let me start by briefly 
recalling how MacIntyre described the development of practical reasoning 
in humans, a crucial feature of human flourishing. How do we learn to 
judge well and to act effectively in pursuit of desires we have good reasons 
to pursue? 

In Dependent Rational Animals, MacIntyre underlined that to develop 
the ability of understanding ‘what in particular occasions it is best for 

14 Key Philosophers in Conversation - The Cogito Interviews, ed. by Andrew Pyle 
(London: Routledge, 1999), p. 83.
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them to do and about how it is best for them to live out their lives’,15 
human beings, unlike dolphins, need to be able to argue with others: 
about their desires, their actions, and about what ultimately means to 
flourish as a human being. Human babies, of course, do not argue—not 
in this sense, at least. They experience immediate desires but then slowly 
start to learn, with the help of those caring for them, that there are more 
goods to be attained than the satisfaction of those immediate needs, and 
that there are cases in which there might be good reasons to not satisfy a 
felt immediate need. That, of course, takes time and also the company of 
those responsible for their education, and it requires as well that the latter 
are at least good enough in their task.  Steadily, and as their language 
ability develops, babies and toddlers start to learn how to evaluate their 
desires and thus to distance themselves from those desires, as they 
become able to ask themselves or to respond when asked by others if it 
was good for them to act in a particular way. 

This is an idea that MacIntyre turns to again in Ethics in the Conflicts 
of Modernity: ‘Later the good-enough parent provides reasons for 
discriminating between objects of desire and hopes that the child will come 
to recognize these reasons as good reasons’.16 How does this happen? The 
child progressively becomes accountable for her actions, as she is ‘initiated 
into a variety of practices at home, at school […]’ and learns to recognise 
‘goods internal to each practice, goods that they and other participants can 
achieve only through the exercise of virtues and skills’,17 to a point when 
she might be asked to give reasons for her actions and choices, according 
to those goods:

They become rational agents when they first pose such questions to 
themselves […] and act upon the answers. If they are so to act, they must 
of course be motivated by the prospect of achieving those goods that have 
provided them with what they take to be good reasons for acting. Their desires 
must to some large degree direct them as their reasoning directs them. Insofar 
as this is so, they will have begun to become accountable rational agents, 
accountable both to themselves and to others.18 

15 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals. Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (London: Duckworth, 1999), p. 67.

16 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), p. 38.

17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
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So, when they are immersed in various types of practices, children 
start to learn how to contribute to the good of those practices—typically 
starting with the family and the household, and then moving to other 
activities in school, or sports, for example. And each of those will require 
from them the development of certain habits, dispositions to act in what 
is understood to be a favourable way to attain the goods internal to those 
practices and to think about how to do it and act accordingly (prudence). 
This practical moral education requires a progressive transformation of 
desires, from the satisfaction of an immediate physical need to the desire 
to please parents, teachers, or other relevant figures, to ultimately the 
desire for excellence for excellence’s sake.

4. Humanistic Practices and the Transformation of Desires

Does literature, or do the humanities have any specific role to play 
here? Let me reply with the famous short phrase that allegedly may 
contain all the history of philosophy: ‘It depends on what you mean by 
that.’

The first thing to notice is that literature might be described as a 
practice or at least a set of practices. In the narrower sense, the writing 
of literary works and the reading of those works, although distinct, 
would be practices that constitute literature as a discipline, or as an art. 
In a broader sense, however, we could perhaps include the commentary 
of those works, the critical reflection motivated by them, conversation 
about them, scholarly analysis, and so forth. And the same could be 
said, analogously, about the humanities in general. Even if we usually 
conceive them as a specific set of subjects, those subjects are not to be 
characterised as the mere accumulation of theories they have produced 
or by which they are governed. To study the humanities means to engage 
in them, to be initiated in specific practices—the study of literature 
might be one of those, as the study of ancient Greek and Latin, or of 
history and so on. And education in the humanities does not amount 
to a mere accumulation of innocuous knowledge but it includes the 
ability to participate in the pursuit of the goods internal to each subject. 
It may start as a repetition of the parsing of a classical verse, as the 
contribution to the goods internal of the family or household of children 
may start as helping to set the table or making beds. The point is that 
it might be the case that, while being initiated in literary or humanistic 
practices and especially when striving to attain excellence at them, 
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we find ourselves transforming our desires and developing habits and 
dispositions to act and think in ways that contribute to our flourishing, 
to our specific human development. 

But here, one must be very careful. MacIntyre’s mention of Gauguin’s 
example comes to mind, even if it is the story of an artist and not a 
humanities scholar: ‘It may have been best for Gauguin qua painter 
that he went to Tahiti. If it was, it does not follow that it was best for 
Gauguin qua human being or best for him qua father’.19 What is being 
suggested in this example is that practical reasoning entails the ability 
to rank order goods in the specificity of a particular life. There might 
be genuine goods, internal to a particular art or humanities field that, 
for this or that particular person, should be ‘subordinate’ or that, despite 
being good, should have no place at all among the goods that this or that 
person pursuits in his or her circumstance. Of course, some notion of 
human flourishing is needed to be able to make such considerations and 
judgments. 

5. Imagination and Practical Rationality

Consider, now, the human faculties that are needed for practical reasoning. 
Of course, reason and understanding are important among them, as we 
need to be able to logically think about and deliberate on the best course 
of action in a determinate circumstance. However, the particularity of the 
situation demands more than the mere application of abstract laws. We 
also need memory and imagination if we are to learn from previous actions 
and decisions and to consider different possibilities, different courses of 
action. We also use memory and imagination to put ourselves in another 
person’s shoes and try to see from her perspective. And both these faculties 
are deeply connected with our desires, setting the limits of what we take to 
be possible. Lack of imagination impoverishes practical reasoning because 
the range of possibilities conceived and the sets of goods to be achieved are 
narrowed. This is a recurrent idea of Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 
well synthesised in the following lines:

We noticed earlier that some people are unjustifiably satisfied with their 
lives, because they expect too little, and that they expect too little, because 
they lack an adequate view of the alternatives open to them. Sometimes this 
is because they have too limited a view of their own abilities, but sometimes 

19 Ibid., p. 66 – 67.
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because they take the social order and their place in it as given. They have not 
learned first to imagine how things might be otherwise and then to ask how 
they might be made otherwise. They are not sufficiently open to possibilities 
of transformation, let alone of revolutionary transformation. […] A French 
republic had to be imagined before it could exist. Trade unions had to be 
imagined before they could exist. And a movement for change may be defeated 
as a result of lack of imagination on the part of its leaders.20

This type of imagination is, furthermore, one of the common traits 
MacIntyre finds developing in the initial formation of the character of 
Sandra Day O’Connor, C. L. R. James, and Denis Faul21 whose lives he 
narrates at the end of the book, along with reliability and truthfulness. 

I think that the moral dimension of imagination is frequently 
underestimated both in moral philosophy and in daily life. And reading 
good literature, or carefully studying history, for example, might help 
exercise precisely such an imagination, since both broaden our horizon 
and make us see further than what we had seen or through different 
perspectives. Is the study of literature, or of the humanities in general, 
then, to be taken as sufficient conditions for the development of the 
abilities human beings need to flourish? Not at all. And they might even 
not be necessary conditions for it. But they are among the practices 
which demand that development, so it might be expected that someone 
good at them has developed those abilities which, combined with other 
features, such as the capacity to rank order goods, and the courage and 
determination to act according to what one judges is best in a given 
situation, make human flourishing possible.

6. Narrative and Human Flourishing

Lastly, a word about narrative. A different possibility to justify the 
relevance of literature to moral development is to suggest that, since we 
have a narrative identity and narrative is the form we use to make ourselves 
intelligible to ourselves and others, and those are among the most salient 
features of the human difference, to be an expert in narratives would help 
us develop the capacity to understand ourselves and others. And, to some 
extent, this might be true. But first, we need to establish a particular way 

20 Ibid., p. 212.
21 There is also a chapter on the life of Vasily Grossman but MacIntyre adverts that 

there is not much information about his childhood and first years.
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in which it is not. Self-dramatisation is not a virtue. The fact that we make 
ourselves intelligible by telling our story does not imply that we should be 
constantly telling that story nor permits us to tell any story in any way, as 
long as it is a good one, independently of reality. That would be either self-
deceiving, bad faith, or simply lying. 

In what way, then, would expertise in narratives contribute to human 
flourishing? This is one of the questions MacIntyre answers in his chapter 
on narratives, in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. The following lines 
help summarise his suggestion:

It is through listening to and reading stories of different kinds that 
children and young adults learn how to tell themselves stories in the course 
of answering such questions as ‘What did I do today and what happened to 
me?’ ‘How did today’s doings and happenings relate to those of past days, 
weeks, years?’ and ‘How do they point forward to tomorrow’s doings and 
happenings?’ So the young learn, or fail to learn, to imagine themselves as 
they were, as they are, and as they might become and the limits of their 
imagination set limits to their desires and to their practical reasoning. […] 
Because this is so, the storytelling resources of each culture are of great 
political and moral importance.22

And, indeed, this is also the reason why they are integral to the human 
difference, even if at the same time, things might come to a point where 
a culture—such as our own culture of advanced modernity—ceases 
to provide the framework we need to such storytelling. And so, there is 
an important distinction to be made between enjoying or engaging in 
storytelling (or literature, or the humanities in general) in a way which is 
perhaps entertaining but ultimately distracting, and doing so ‘against the 
cultural grain’23 as MacIntyre describes it. 

The humanities, therefore, are integral to what constitutes the human 
difference, in as much as engaging in them requires the use of abilities 
that serve to distinguish humans from other living beings and that are also 
required to human flourishing. This does not entail, however, that people 
who are not highly interested in the humanities as a field of studies are not 
properly human, nor conversely that humanities scholars are among the 
best exemplars of the human species. 

In conclusion, although they share the intuition that literature and the 
humanities are relevant both for moral philosophy and especially to the 

22 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 236.
23 Ibid., p.238.
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moral life, as they contribute decisively to the development of practical 
reasoning, Alasdair MacIntyre and Martha Nussbaum have diverging 
views when it comes to describing that relevance. To defend the humanities 
because they continue to sustain contemporary Morality (as MacIntyre 
calls it) is to do the humanities and humans a disservice. 
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PRACTICAL REASONING AS CITIZENS
On Two Ongoing Shifts in  

the Conditions of Public Discourse

1. The Pursuit of the Common Good and Intermediate Structures of 
Society

In chapter 9 of Dependent Rational Animals, Alasdair MacIntyre argues 
that to pursue the common good people need to draw from resources of 
practical reasoning they acquire through their participation in relations 
of giving and receiving within intermediate structures of society. The 
conditions of public discourse among citizens can be traced back to the 
interplay between the kind of relationships people entertain with each other 
in their communities and the formation of their ability to engage with each 
other as independent practical reasoners. In MacIntyre’s analysis, in fact, 
practical reasoning is ‘reasoning together with others, generally within 
some determinate set of social relationships’, and these relationships are 
‘generally and characteristically first of all relationships of the family and 
household, then of schools and apprenticeships, and then of the range of 
practices in which adults of that particular society and culture engage’.1 By 
making and sustaining those specific kinds of relationships, people come 
to develop dispositions that are essential to reasoning both about their own 
good and the collective good of the community.2 The connection goes 
also the other way: not only those participating in these specific kinds of 
familial, neighbourly, and craft relationships foster their ability to engage 
in practical reasoning, but in order for those relationships to flourish, 
they need in turn to be based on the collective exercise of reasoning in 
accordance with shared standards and towards common goods.3

According to MacIntyre, this picture is fully achieved in local 
communities, where people depend on each other and where someone’s 

1 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals. Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (Chicago and La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1999), p. 107.

2 See ibid., pp. 107–108.
3 See ibid., p. 108.
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needs provide reasons for action for the other members of that community, 
to the point that individual good is defined on the basis of the recognition of 
the goods of the community as one’s own. The pursuit of this co-implication 
between individual and collective goods requires that people deliberate 
together on the allocation of responsibilities towards the achievement of 
those goods and the establishment of shared rules that govern the social 
cooperation which is required by the joint effort. Not any moral subject 
is apt to participate in these forms of communal life: only insofar as they 
acquire relevant virtues they can contribute to the flourishing of their own 
communities.

This kind of collective pursuit of the good identifies a model of citizenship 
and political engagement that is characteristic of local communities, 
where ‘perhaps to a greater extent than we have realized there is already 
a degree of shared recognition of the common good’.4 The citizen of a 
political community of this kind is essentially an independent reasoning 
contributor to the common good who is bound to others in a local network 
of mutual dependencies, not out of self-interest but on the basis of the 
acknowledgment of the shared nature of that good.5 

A major threat to these conditions of public discourse and deliberation 
among citizens is the deterioration of the kinds of relationship through 
which they become independent practical reasoners. Here MacIntyre 
looks in particular at the increasing dichotomy between relations governed 
by interest and mutual advantage on one side, and relations guided by 
affection and gratuity on the other. This dichotomy, he argues, is the result 
of a prevailing ideological trend which is heavily impacting the evolution 
of contemporary societies6—a disastrous turn causing the gradual inability 
of people to engage with each other in the pursuit of the common good. A 
trend which also leads to the detriment of economic relations of interest, 
since ‘market relationships can only be sustained by being embedded in 
certain types of local nonmarket relationship, relationships of uncalculated 
giving and receiving, if they are to contribute to overall flourishing’.7 

The widening of this dichotomy, pursued by the liberal tradition to 
enhance the freedom of choice and exchange among individuals and private 
entities, overlooks that outside of very short terms transactions, all of our 
economic and civil interactions rely on the solid network of relationships 
of giving and receiving which is characteristic of tight communities, where 

4 Ibid., p. 144.
5 See ibid..
6 See ibid., p. 115.
7 Ibid., p. 117.
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the exchange is not based on interest, but need. In this sense, MacIntyre 
argues: 

Norms of giving and receiving are then to some large degree presupposed 
both by our affective ties and by our market relationships. Detach them from 
this background presupposition in social practice and each becomes a source 
of vice: on the one hand a romantic and sentimental overvaluation of feeling as 
such, on the other a reduction of human activity to economic activity.8 

Similarly to other instances of MacIntyre’s philosophical work, the 
account he offers in these pages is an attempt to articulate a general neo-
Aristotelian interpretation of how people become practical reasoners and 
citizens, together with a diagnosis of how this kind of process is currently 
endangered by the hegemony of the liberal paradigm of social and political 
relations. 

While this framework certainly contributes to the critical power of his 
analysis, it also partially binds the relevance of some of his normative 
considerations to an interpretive picture—that of western liberal democracies 
which he observes prior to the publication of Dependent Rational Animals, 
during the 1980s and 1990s—which is not entirely applicable to their 
current state. In particular, I argue that two ongoing transformations within 
the intermediate structures of society suggest a partial reformulation of the 
MacIntyrean analysis, when it comes to both the characterization of the 
communal conditions of public discourse among citizens first of all, and 
secondly to the corresponding threat of a dichotomy between market and 
nonmarket relationships. 

2. Delocalized Social Dependencies and Multiple Communities of 
Practice

MacIntyre argues that we mature an adequate understanding of our own 
good only within the ‘whole set of social relationships in which we have 
found our place’.9 But where do we ‘find our place’ in our times? Not 
just at a local level and not necessarily in a single main community of 
reference, but in a progressive way. Instead of cultivating our relations 
within a specific community whose boundaries tend to overlap with our 
surroundings, we often find ‘our places’ across different communities, 

8 Ibid., pp. 117–118.
9 Ibid., p. 108.
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and such communities do not all reside in a single space. This trend is the 
result of the joint influence of a pluralization of our affiliations to different 
communities of practice, each with their own internal cultures and values, 
and of a delocalization of relevant social networks due to the advent of the 
internet. 

Since the late 1990s, and especially during the 2000s, the academic 
literature focusing on the inner workings of the intermediate organisations 
of society, especially associations and professional groups, has pointed 
out that people increasingly belong to multiple communities of practice 
and they transfer cultural beliefs, specifications of virtue, and forms of 
argumentation from a community to another. Etienne Wenger has widely 
examined this experience of belonging to many communities and how 
‘all these various forms of participation contribute in some way to the 
production of our identities’.10 For an individual to become a practical 
reasoner is thus to combine this experience of multiple affiliations with the 
MacIntyrean task of finding ‘one’s place within a network of givers and 
receivers in which the achievement of one’s individual good is understood 
to be inseparable from the achievement of the common good’.11 In order to 
recognise this inseparable connection, the members of these communities 
must reflectively acknowledge that the pursuit of the common good 
requires engaging with a plurality of understandings of the good, and that 
no single network of relations holds all the discursive and ethical resources 
needed for public deliberation on the collective good. This determines 
a situation where the individual is faced with a work of reconciliation 
necessary to shape their identity across multiple community boundaries. 
This effort has individual importance, but also potentially transformative 
social effects, as it intertwines the trajectories of multiple communities 
and establishes a transformative connection between previously separated 
groups. Educational communities, in particular, have increasingly become 
a space of relations among subjects with very diverse cultural heritages, 
and both teachers and students develop their careers by joining a plurality 
of communities of practice.12 In the MacIntyrean picture, deliberation 
within networks of giving and receiving relies on a shared understanding of 

10 Etienne Wenger, Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 158.

11 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 113.
12 See Naoko Morita, ‘Negotiating Participation and Identity in Second Language 

Academic Communities’, TESOL Quarterly, 38 (2004), pp. 573–603; M. Haneda, 
‘Classrooms as Communities of Practice: A Reevaluation’, TESOL Quarterly, 40 
(2006), pp. 807–817; Tricia Niesz, ‘Chasms and Bridges: Generativity in the 
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the good, and it consequently focuses on the means, not on the ends; on the 
allocation of responsibilities, not on the content of such responsibilities.13 
People who are simultaneously members of different communities will often 
have to deal at least with the reconciliation of different understandings of 
what is good and valued in each context, and will also have to engage with 
different sets of responsibilities. This trend is further emphasised by the 
advent of the internet, which allows the establishment of communities of 
practice with a strong core of commitments, characteristic internal codes, 
and shared moral understandings, but without a local framework. 

However, are these kinds of plural and delocalised networks of giving 
and receiving still supportive of non-interested relationships which are 
required for the development of independent practical reasoners committed 
to a common good, as MacIntyre suggests? The kind of relationship he 
describes as follows:

So each of us achieves our good only if and insofar as others make our good 
their good by helping us through periods of disability to become ourselves 
the kind of human being—through acquisition and exercise of the virtues—
who makes the good of others her or his good, and this not because we have 
calculated that.14 

It seems at least possible. As sociologists of media have noted, when 
faced with extraordinary difficulties, communities seek connections 
beyond their local boundaries, establishing relevant ‘networks of giving 
and receiving’ even across great distances. Community reactions to natural 
disasters are a case in point. The use of social media has transformed the way 
communities face extreme adversities, such as floods and earthquakes,15 by 
allowing different local communities to interact and exchange information, 
help, and emotional support. Even distant communities not affected by the 

Space between Educators’ Communities of Practice’, Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 26 (2010), pp. 37–44.

13 For a presentation and defense of the MacIntyrean perspective on education based 
on local, tradition-orientated communities of practice, see Steven A. Stolz, 
Alasdair MacIntyre, Rationality and Education. Against Education of Our Age 
(Cham: Springer, 2019).

14 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 108.
15 See Larissa Hjorth and Kyoung-hwa Yonnie Kim, ‘The Mourning After: A Case 

Study of Social Media in the 3.11 Earthquake Disaster in Japan’, Television and 
New Media, 12, 6 (2011), pp. 552-559; Jennifer S. Dargin, Chao Fan and Ali 
Mostafavi, ‘Vulnerable Populations and Social Media Use in Disasters: 
Uncovering the Digital Divide in Three Major U.S. Hurricanes’, International 
Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 54 (2021), pp. 1–17.
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calamity seek direct relationships with the victims and promote campaigns 
to organise volunteer expeditions, gather money and provide different 
forms of relief. Local communities also establish direct relationships with 
various relevant communities of practice such as state agencies or business 
organisations, creating effectively a wide-ranging network of information 
and action related to the emerging needs. Collective responses to natural 
disasters efficiently illustrate a situation where someone’s needs provide 
reasons for action not just for the other members of their own community, 
but also for other communities with different cultural traits (like people 
living in big metropolises across the world mobilising for flood victims 
in rural Australia)16 and different purposes (like business organisations 
providing information and emergency awareness to local communities, 
or emergency agencies acting as a bridge for communication and help 
between affected communities).17 In this sense, communities with little 
shared background establish bonds of solidarity and pursue a collective 
good—perhaps only for a limited time, but often still with no expectation 
of receiving anything in return—, on the grounds of a shared vulnerability, 
similarly to what happens in local communities.  

3. Social Media and The Reverse Embedding of Nonmarket Relationships

If the impact of the internet on the communicative structures of societies 
has contributed to increase multimembership and to expand bonds of 
solidarity on one hand, the rise of social media designed and managed by 
multinational corporations as the prevailing structure of this new space of 
communication has created an entirely new set of problems on the other.
As previously noted, in Dependent Rational Animals MacIntyre articulates 
a critique of the detachment between market relationships of interested 
exchange and nonmarket relationships of dependency and solidarity, 
arguing that the former are to be embedded in the latter. While the general 
direction of this critique is still relevant, it is important to observe that 
the interplay between market and nonmarket relationships has been 

16 See Ashir Ahmed and Suku Sinnappan, ‘The Role of Social Media During 
Queensland Floods: An Empirical Investigation on the Existence of Multiple 
Communities of Practice (MCoPs)’, Pacific Asia Journal of the Association for 
Information Systems, 5 (2013), pp. 1–22.

17 See Jooho Kim and Makarand Hastak, ‘Social Network Analysis: Characteristics 
of Online Social Networks After a Disaster’, International Journal of Information 
Management, 38 (2018), pp. 86–96.
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undergoing important transformations, to the point that a reformulation 
of the analysis is needed. Indeed, a salient aspect of the impact of social 
media on society is not mainly their contribution to phenomena of dis-
embedding of market relationships from nonmarket ones, but rather a 
new form of reverse embedding of nonmarket relationships into market 
relationships. Social networks namely create digital environments which 
forge market goals by making use of the attention and trust people mutually 
develop through sharing their personal lives and affective relationships 
on online platforms. In this way, ‘[s]ocial-media companies leverage the 
human trust that clusters around the activity of friends sharing information 
with one another in order to manipulate us into sharing information with 
advertisers’.18 This is especially true in the case of social networks like 
Facebook whose main business model revolves around exploiting the 
trust built by people with their close friends, family, and colleagues, and 
sharing their personal information with advertisers.19 A striking outcome of 
this reverse embedding of non-market relations into market-driven social 
networks is people increasingly developing ‘parasocial relationships’20 
with a large number of internet celebrities and influencers: after being 
‘repeatedly exposed to a media persona’, they ‘develop a sense of intimacy, 
perceived friendship, and identification with the celebrity’21 as if they were 
part of the same close network, when in reality these kinds of relationships 
are abundantly exploited for advertisement and product placement.22 

More deeply, these social networks favour a communicative style of 
simplification, emotionalization, and negativity that in time also affects 

18 Ronald J. Deibert, ‘The Road to Digital Unfreedom: Three Painful Truths About 
Social Media’, Journal of Democracy, 30 (2019), p. 31.

19 See Ari Ezra Waldman, ‘Privacy, Sharing, and Trust: The Facebook Study’, Case 
Western Reserve Law Review, 67 (2016), pp. 193–234.

20 See Donald Horton and R. Richard Wohl, ‘Mass Communication and Parasocial 
Interaction: Observations on Intimacy at a Distance’, Psychiatry, 19 (1956), pp. 
215–229.

21 Siyoung Chung, and Hichang Cho, ‘Fostering Parasocial Relationships with 
Celebrities on Social Media: Implications for Celebrity Endorsement’, Psychology 
& Marketing, 34 (2017), p. 452.

22 Noticing the pervasive nature of this reverse embedding may help in understanding 
how, as Piotr Machura notes while commentating the MacIntyrean perspective: ‘It 
is not only that commercial institutions are dislodging other institutions from their 
traditional positions but also that people seem to accept interest-based market 
relationships as an adequate depiction of any interpersonal relationship’, in Piotr 
Machura, ‘Good, Interests and the Language of Morals’, in Virtue and Economy. 
Essays on Morality and Markets, ed. by Andrius Bielkskis and Kelvin Knight 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2015), p. 158. 
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the content of the conversation of local communities and communities 
of practice. This is not surprising in light of the McLuhanian awareness 
that ‘the medium is the message’:23 The pervasive success of new 
media has always an impact which reshapes both forms and contents of 
communication. Nowadays, user data are collected and sold; users are 
profiled and fed specific content and advertisement; echo chambers where 
only like-minded individuals interact and validate their common beliefs 
are formed. The digital platforms are not neutral spaces, but ‘programmed’ 
environments. 

Among others, Byung-Chul Han has highlighted how the kind of 
relationship that people entertain in the digital sphere is also affecting their 
way of reasoning and engaging with each other politically. First, Han notes 
that, while in a community the space of shared conversations always has 
some definite representative properties, a distinct novelty takes shape when 
market relations become the framework where all personal and collective 
representations appear: 

The world today is no theatre where actions and feelings are represented 
and interpreted, but a market on which intimacies are exhibited, sold, and 
consumed. The theatre is a site of representation, whereas the market is a site 
of exhibition.24 

Second, he illustrates this transition as a mutual collapse of the individual 
into the collective, of the private into the public, and vice versa. People 
now tend to inhabit spaces that, similarly to markets, allow easy exchanges 
with like-minded consumers of beliefs and values:

Social media and personalized search engines set up, in the internet, a space 
of absolute closeness [Nahraum]; […] This digital vicinity [Nachbarschaft] 
offers users only sectors of the world that please them. In this fashion, it 
dismantles the public sphere [Öffentlichkeit]—indeed, it dismantles public, 
critical consciousness—and it privatizes the world.25 

This inevitably comes with political implications, since the reverse 
embedding of non-market relations into market ones gradually introduces 
a profound mutation of the conditions of the public discourse:

23 See Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New 
York, McGraw-Hill, 1964).

24 Byung-Chul Han, The Transparency Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2015), p. 34.

25 Ibid., p. 35.
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The tyranny of intimacy psychologizes and personalizes everything. Even 
politics cannot escape its grasp. […] Publicizing a persona takes the place of 
the public sphere. In the process, the public sphere becomes an exhibition 
space. It grows more and more distant from the space of communal action.26 

The public sphere thus becomes dominated by processes of identification 
of the public with ideological emblems and controversial figures which are 
offered to the moment-by-moment consumption of increasingly divided 
and polarised communities. And the more the concrete networks of 
giving and receiving that people belong to (families, local communities, 
communities of practice) are embedded within this kind of communicative 
space, the more they start to fragment and divide along the lines of 
collective identification that overpower their original boundaries of 
proximity and familiarity. As Robert Talisse notes in his recent work on 
the destructive impact of polarisation on the public discourse of American 
society, festivities like Thanksgiving, traditionally celebrating familial 
unity and solidarity, become a significant display of how deep political and 
ideological divisions run through previously unquestioned bonds.27  

4. The Troubled Boundaries between Practical and Political Reasoning 

In the light of these ongoing transformations, let us finally sketch a 
reconsideration of the MacIntyrean account of political reasoning among 
independent practical reasoners.

First, we suggested that there is a growing pluralisation and 
delocalisation of the experiences of membership in a community. Second, 
we argued that the growing influence of new social media is leading to a 
reverse embedding of non-market relations into market ones. 

This double bind shows how the transformation of the ways and 
means through which people engage with each other and form collective 
experiences is affecting the MacIntyrean picture of the interplay between 
the social relations people entertain and their formation as independent 
practical reasoners. But how does this reflect on their agency as citizens? 

In chapter 11 of Dependent Rational Animals, MacIntyre envisages a 
political society where the experience of mutual dependency shapes the 
conception of the common good. In order to flourish, this kind of political 

26 Ibid., p. 35.
27 See Robert B. Talisse, Overdoing Democracy. Why We Must Put Politics in its 

Place (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), pp. 2–3.
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society needs an integrated space of giving and receiving, ‘some form 
of local community within which the activities of families, workplaces, 
schools, clinics, clubs dedicated to debate and clubs dedicated to games and 
sports, and religious congregations may all find a place’.28 In our analysis, 
we argued that other kinds of communities and even cross-community 
interactions increasingly provide similar spaces. This observation can be 
integrated with MacIntyre’s openness to a comparative revision of his 
interpretive frame of reference, as he states: 

What extended comparative study of the varying characteristics of 
communities that embody networks of giving and receiving may teach us is 
how better to identify what relationships of the relevant kinds of giving and 
receiving already exist in our own local community and how perhaps to greater 
extent than we have realized there is already a degree of shared recognition of 
the common good.29 

The integration we suggest is that ‘the relevant kinds of giving and 
receiving’ seem to exist at this point across quite diverse communities of 
practice and beyond geographical localisations. Indeed, even in these new 
spaces of interaction, ‘perhaps to greater extent than we have realised there 
is already a degree of shared recognition of the common good’—enough to 
support displays of solidarity and forms of mutual learning across cultural 
and geographical distances, as the cases of intercultural educational 
communities and natural disaster responses suggest. 

The more we articulate and expand our network of significant relations 
of dependency and solidarity, the more we also extend the range of our 
relationships as citizens who acknowledge each other and are capable to 
engage in political deliberation. As MacIntyre himself notes: 

To treat someone else as someone for whom we have a regard because of 
what, one way or another, they contribute to our shared education in becoming 
rational givers and receivers is to accord them political recognition. It is to 
treat them as someone whom it would be wrong to ignore or to exclude from 
political deliberation.30 

Therefore, even if we suggest the need for an integration of the social 
picture that comes with it, the normative side of the MacIntyrean analysis 
remains, at its core, largely valid when highlighting that we cannot separate 

28 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 135.
29 Ibid., p. 144.
30 Ibid., p. 141.
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the concrete interactions of giving and receiving within communal relations 
from the formation of a proper political discourse on the good. As he 
argues, the ability of citizens to hold this conversation cannot be achieved 
through ‘the mastery of some theoretical formulas’, nor ‘primarily and 
never only by theoretical reflection, but in everyday shared activities and 
through the evaluations of alternatives that those activities impose’.31 As 
those ‘everyday shared activities’ expand and evolve over time in tune 
with the diversification of society and the expansion of its communicative 
infrastructure, so does the understanding of our relevant political relations 
need to expand and evolve. 

It is only by taking into account the kind of relationships people entertain 
with each other that we can also understand their mutual exercise of moral 
authority as citizens who raise normative claims and publicly deliberate 
on them. As Talisse argued, in contrast with the fixation of public reason 
liberalism on the ‘appropriate contents’ of public discourse: 

In order to vindicate our practices of social morality, one needs more than 
a theory of when a demand has the right content. The practice of making 
demands always is engaged among persons who bear relations of various kinds 
to each other. And there are some who simply do not have the standing to issue 
certain kind of moral demands, even in cases where the content of their demand 
satisfies The Basic Principle of Public Justification.32 

From this vantage point, the MacIntyrean understanding of political 
reasoning is also able to identify the problems raised by the reverse 
embedding of non-market relationships into market ones, and how it 
affects the sphere of our political interactions. The ability to cultivate social 
relationships outside of our comfort zones and with ‘sectors of the world’ 
that we are not immediately fond of is a condition to also preserve—in 
Han’s terminology—a political ‘space of communal action’ with other 
citizens with whom we may not share membership in the same local 
community nor in the same segment of the social media, but with whom 
we share membership in a community of practice we belong to, or a bond 
of solidarity we developed when facing a collective peril. 

I then suggest that becoming an independent practical reasoner 
increasingly involves integrating the reflective awareness of the plurality 
of the interpretation sources of the good which one comes to interact 

31 Ibid., pp. 107–108.
32 Robert B. Talisse, ‘Moral Authority and the Deliberative Model’, Philosophical 

Studies, 170 (2014), p. 560.
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with in a plurality of communities of practice and across local and global 
boundaries of social interaction. This kind of awareness also provides a 
solid normative basis to reject the exclusivity typical of polarised collective 
identifications which arise inside epistemic bubbles and moral echo 
chambers created by the consumeristic mechanisms of corporate social 
media. Our fellow citizens, as moral agents who contribute to our ‘shared 
education in becoming rational givers and receivers’,33 are irreducible to 
likeminded consumers. The Wengerian process of reconciliation of multiple 
memberships into one’s personal identity as a practical reasoner engaged 
in different communities of practice prepares to a discursive relation with 
others that is still grounded in concrete mutual relationships of giving and 
receiving. By engaging in these relationships, we are already practically 
introduced to the need of reconciling differing interpretations of the good, 
of our mutual responsibilities, of the relevant forms of discourse. 

For this kind of formative process to occur, however, we need the 
infrastructure of communication, which supports this extended social 
experience of giving and receiving, not to be entirely colonised by the 
mechanism of reverse embedding of non-market relationships into market 
ones. In other words, in order to preserve healthy conditions of public 
discourse, we must separate the ongoing process of expansion of our 
collaboration and solidarity relations from the hegemonic infrastructure 
of social communication which corporate social networks have been 
gradually establishing with disproportionate effects over the forms and 
contents of the public conversation. This is a political task in itself, and 
not of secondary importance: It is a fundamental good of any political 
community of independent practical reasoners to preserve the conditions of 
their agency as mutual interlocutors. This includes protecting the possibility 
for citizens to freely experience their relationships as givers and receivers 
outside of spaces governed by the self-interested logic of market actors and 
the dominating influence of global corporate organisations. 

33 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 141.
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IS MORAL SCEPTICISM INEVITABLE?
An Enquiry on Desires, Goods and Moral Diversity in 

Dialogue with Ch. Taylor and A. MacIntyre

Within contemporary plural societies, it is very common to experience 
moral diversity on cultural, ethical, social and political issues. Does this 
necessarily lead to the acceptance of moral subjectivism and scepticism? If 
we tackle the issue from a sheer foundationalist standpoint, it seems hard to 
find a common ground for dialogue. Moreover, the multiplication of desires 
and claim to offer a normative criterion for human action might lead us to 
abandon the possibility of a common moral enterprise and to delegate the 
solution of dilemmas to a system of norms or moral rules. In this paper, I 
will start from setting the question then I will discuss the perspectives of 
Taylor and MacIntyre respectively, and lastly, I will propose an answer to 
the problem of moral diversity and scepticism. 

1. Setting the Question 

A culture permeated by moral diversity might generate scepticism 
about the possibility of arguing on different moral positions. We live 
within a context where disbelief in morality is ultimately rooted within 
disbelief in reason, as people think that moral differences, as Taylor argues, 
‘can’t be arbitrated by reason’.1 This cultural climate, described by the 
Canadian philosopher as ‘subjectivist’ and by MacIntyre as ‘emotivist’,2 
is characterised by a narrow understanding of the ‘moral argument’ 
that ‘leads to scepticism and despair, which in turn has an effect on our 
conception of morality’.3 In particular, for Taylor, when we interact with 
people who do not share our basic moral intuitions, the temptation to ‘show 

1 Charles Taylor, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, in Philosophical Arguments 
(Cambridge MA.-London: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 34.

2 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn (London: Duckworth, 2007), pp. 23–35.
3 Taylor, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, p. 59. Cf. Ruth Abbey, Charles Taylor 

(Teddington: Acumen, 2000), pp. 14–17.
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them’4 what is according to our point of view so evident that it cannot be 
disregarded or neglected, makes our plan go wrong from the start. This 
happens for two reasons. The first reason is that people rarely engage in 
a dialogue already fully aware of their conceptual positions.5 The second 
reason is that knowledge, following St Augustine, is always affective: ‘We 
know only as we love’.6 We cannot persuade somebody simply by arguing 
for something: People can change their minds and their perspectives only 
when they recognise the other point of view as more attractive, because 
knowledge ‘has an affective aspect, just as all love has a cognitive aspect’.7 
We often forget that interacting with someone’s moral view means, above 
all, to interact with an incarnated, real and particular human being. This 
kind of interaction (as we will argue in the third section) is better described 
by the concept of dialogue and cannot be compared to dialectic. It mirrors 
an affective reasoning that increases our self-understanding while taking 
place, as we have the opportunity to articulate where we stand within a 
moral space, characterised by moral questions and moral sources,8 and to 
compare our perspectives with the ones of people who are meaningful to 
us.  

It seems arduous to achieve such a goal, not only because of moral 
diversity, but also because there is a proliferation of desires which claim 
to assume a normative value. The rhetoric of desires is often interwoven 
with a supposed right to fulfil them, up to the point of a dictatorship of 
desires or a tyranny of needs, which frequently are invoked for the sake of 
policies ideally supported to satisfy them. The modern emphasis on human 
fulfilment, imagined as something independent from any teleological 
perspective or cosmic order, has generated a primacy of desires previously 
unknown. We usually understand desires from an individualistic and even 
solipsistic perspective; they are fragmented and, assuming a normative 
strength, they tend to stir conflict between people who have different and 
often incompatible needs. A system of morality is thus needed to bring 
together a multitude of human beings (no longer used to reasoning together 
about the good life) by telling them ‘what must be done’ or ‘cannot be 

4 Ibid., p. 35.
5 Ibid.
6 Oliver O’Donovan, Common Objects of Love. Moral Reflection and the Shaping 

of Community (Grand Rapids-Cambridge: Eerdmans Publishing, 2002), p. 11.
7 Ibid., p. 11.
8 Charles Taylor, ‘The Moral Topography of the Self’, in Hermeneutics and 

Psychological Theory, ed. by Stanley Messer, Louis Sass and Robert Woolfolk 
(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1988), pp. 298–320.
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done’. This system of morality mirrors a procedural and an apodictic 
model of reason.9 Therefore, a nomolatric attitude hinders the exercise of 
practical reason for the moralist perspective argues that ‘a rule is a rule’10 
and that the particular has to be brought back to the universality of rules 
and codes of behaviour (in turn based on a foundational reason, such as 
duty, utility, etc.).11 The moralist perspective seems to narrow the horizon 
of the practical reason in accordance with the maxim ‘one size fits all’:12 
Foundationalist reasoning, subsumed to the nomolatric attitude, ‘is meant 
to shake us loose from our parochial perspective’,13 from an incarnated and 
situated view of the human agent. This ethical approach leads us to lose 
hope about the possibility of developing a reasonable dialogue on goods 
and desires. Thus, we witness a Faustian bargain between what MacIntyre 
defines as an ‘emotivist self’14 and the culture of nomolatry: in order to 
exist they need to support each other, they need to accept a sort of ethical 
subjectivism in the private sphere which is tolerated within the public arena 
as far as the system of morality allows it. The procedural mode of thinking 
has opened up the possibility to take Nietzsche seriously, because as soon 
as people realise that it is not useful for their own practical reasoning, they 
often collapse into scepticism and lack of meaning.15

2. Taylor’s and MacIntyre’s Perspectives

According to Taylor, what characterises human beings as moral 
agents is the ‘qualitative evaluation’16 of desires: these are classified ‘as 
higher and lower, virtuous and vicious, more and less fulfilling’.17 It is 

9 Taylor, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, p. 41.
10 Charles Taylor, ‘Perils of Moralism’, in Dilemmas and Connections: Selected 

Essays (Cambridge, MA-London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2011), p. 364.

11 See Nicholas H. Smith, Charles Taylor: Meaning, Morals and Modernity 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), pp. 107–13.

12 Taylor, ‘Perils of Moralism’, p. 364.
13 Taylor, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, p. 40.
14 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 35.
15 Charles Taylor, ‘Justice After Virtue’, in After MacIntyre: Critical Perspectives on 

the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. by  John Horton and Susan Mendus 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), pp. 16–43. See also MacIntyre, After Virtue, 
pp. 113–18.

16 Charles Taylor, ‘What is Human Agency?’, in Human Agency and Language: 
Philosophical Papers 1, (Cambridge: University Press, Cambridge 1985),  p. 16.

17 Ibid., p. 16.
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a ‘strong evaluation’, concerned with ‘the qualitative worth of different 
desires’ and opposed to a ‘weak evaluation’, which is focused on the 
outcomes of desires.18 The strong evaluator is not a simple ‘weigher of 
alternatives’,19 but someone who has ‘articulacy about depth’.20 Therefore, 
such discriminations are not founded on human desires; on the contrary, 
they provide criteria to evaluate such desires. In this perspective, moral 
reasoning cannot be reduced to the deliberation concerning what is right to 
do nor to the recognition of the good as such because according to Taylor it 
‘includes injunctions not only to act in certain ways and to exhibit certain 
moral qualities but also to love what is good’.21 The accomplishment of 
moral life thus ‘involves not just doing, but also being—and not just these 
two but also loving’ what is ‘constitutively good’.22 For this reason, moral 
thinking is not comparable to the solipsistic task of ‘taking decisions’.23 
Rather, it reflects the task of human life; it is a common endeavour that 
takes the shape of a ‘quest’24 and as such involves time and narrative. We 
can summarise Taylor’s account of practical reason as follows: Against 
the nomolatric attitude (responsible also for neglecting the plurality and 
diversity of goods),25 any practical argument arises from a narrative path ‘on 
the basis that my opponent already shares at least some of the fundamental 
dispositions towards good and right which guide me’.26 The language in 
which we can understand each other is a language of ‘perspicuous contrast’, 
that is, a language which enables us to imagine different life plans ‘as 
alternative possibilities in relation to some human constants at work in 
both’.27 Such constants might reveal ‘an insight which is marginally present 

18 Ibid.
19 Ibid., p. 23.
20 Ibid., p. 26.
21 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self. The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge 

MA.: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 93.
22 Charles Taylor, ‘Iris Murdoch and Moral Philosophy’, in  Dilemmas and 

Connections: Selected Essays (Cambridge MA., London: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2011), p. 12.

23 See Daniel M. Weinstock, ‘The Political Theory of Strong Evaluation’, in 
Philosophy in an Age of Pluralism. The Philosophy of Charles Taylor in Question, 
ed. by James Tully (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 171– 93.

24 Taylor, Sources of the Self, p. 48. See also MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 219.
25 Charles Taylor, ‘The Diversity of Goods’, in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: 

Philosophical Papers 2, (Cambridge: University Press, 1985), p. 244.
26 Taylor, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, p. 36.
27 Charles Taylor, ‘Understanding and Ethnocentricity’, in Philosophy and the 

Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2,  p. 125.
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in all cultures’.28 The language of contrast shows that my language or other 
languages need to be revised in order to avoid the limits of distortion and 
inadequacy. Practical reason is therefore characterised by an intersubjective 
nature that enables to enact moral transitions from a moral view to a 
different one which is less chaotic, less misleading, and which deepens 
the horizon of self-understanding through dialogue.29 Moral development 
occurs ‘through dissipating a confused, largely unconsciously held belief’, 
one that ‘couldn’t survive’ the recognition of ‘its real nature’.30 Through this 
practical reasoning ‘we propose to our interlocutors transitions mediated 
by such error-reducing moves, by the identification of contradiction, the 
dissipation of confusion’.31 Here, the transition ‘is justified by the very 
nature of the move that effects it’32 (transition arguments are always 
comparative and they articulate the implicit). Taylor’s argument cannot 
be reduced to the approximate conclusion that all disputes can be solved 
by practical reasoning—an utopian view perhaps still entangled within 
the narrowness of foundationalism. Rather, we should not abandon reason 
too early. The final goal of our interactions can be characterised as, in the 
words of Gadamer, a ‘fusion of horizons’: ‘Each one of us, after a long 
exchange, comes to be able to see our two approaches as alternatives in a 
gamut of positions that we understand, that is, different choices in a series 
of questions that we can define together’ up to the point that ‘we can really 
understand each other in an undistorted way’.33 

MacIntyre argues that when we try to answer the question ‘what is it that 
I want?’ and, more specifically, ‘do I have sufficiently good reasons to want 
what I now want?’34 we have the chance to reflect upon our desires. The 
evaluation of desires requires the possession of language. Human beings, 

28 Taylor, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, p. 55. 
29 Ibid., p. 60. Concerning this topic Taylor finds in MacIntyre a strong allied, in 

particular in his ‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy 
of Science’, The Monist, 60 (1977), pp. 453–72.

30 Taylor, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, p. 52.
31 Ibid., p. 53.
32 Ibid.
33 Charles Taylor, ‘Dialogue, Discovery, and an Open Future’, in Charles Taylor, 

Michael Polanyi and the Critique of Modernity. Pluralist and Emergentist 
Directions, ed. by Charles Lowney (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), p. 35. 
See also ‘Understanding and Ethnocentricity’, pp. 118–19.

34 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reasoning and Narrative, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016, p. 4.
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as practical reasoners, can distance themselves from their desires.35 Being 
able to evaluate desires is crucial for human beings, because ‘agents fail 
as rational agents’ as far as they desire ‘what they lack good reason to 
desire’.36 Desires cannot be compared to ‘momentary whims’37 and they 
must be intelligible. An enquiry on desires is an enquiry into ‘what it is to 
have good or bad reasons for desiring what we do in fact desire, and must 
now become an enquiry into “good” and good’.38 According to MacIntyre, 
asking ‘what is the good for me?’ is the same as asking ‘how my life, 
understood as having the unity that is disclosed in its narrative, might best 
be brought to completion’.39 Moreover, such a narrative cannot ignore 
the ultimate goals of a rational agent qua talis, as personal vocations to 
the good cannot escape from the universal vocation of the human being. 
Through this process of deliberation generated by practical reason,40 
we can avoid to identify happiness with the satisfaction of preferences. 
Such process involves evaluating goods that occur within practices and 
relationships41 in which the individual good cannot be separated from the 
common good. Thus, deliberation concerning common goods cannot but 
take the shape of a shared deliberation for MacIntyre: Through being in 
relations with others, we not only understand ourselves but also learn ‘to 
think about the objects of our desires in new and more adequate ways’.42 
This analysis might lead us to reformulate our desires and to think of 
alternative paths. Individual goods can thus be identified only within the 
consciousness of our common goods, which involve common reasoning.43 
Common reasoning is also crucial when our judgments and desires are 
in conflict, because ‘how one works through those conflicts’ depends not 
only ‘on one’s early practical education but also on one’s continuing social 
relationships and friendships’44 within a narrative which involves people 
who ‘have learned from their failures and mistakes how to move toward 

35 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (Peru, IL: Carus Publishing Company, 1999), p. 69.

36 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 90.
37 Ibid., p. 11.
38 Ibid., pp. 12–13.
39 Ibid., p. 240. MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 217.
40 See Christopher Lutz, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre’s Ethics of Practical Reasoning: 

Morality in Practice’, Politics & Poetics - A Journal for Humane Philosophy, 
2018. 

41 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 187.
42 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 162.
43 MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 220–21. Dependent Rational Animals, pp. 107–09.
44 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 56.
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the achievement of those common goods’.45 Common deliberation often 
takes the shape of a dialogue stemming from some practical disagreement 
that cannot be solved on a purely theoretical basis, precisely because it 
is rooted in different narratives: When agents are challenged by others 
in a dialogue, they reply by ‘telling part of their own story’.46 Practical 
intelligence is thus continuously informed by narratives—for this reason 
we need not only more arguments, ‘but also more narratives’ in order to 
tackle the issue of moral diversity: 

We understand both the vicissitudes of our desires and the course and 
outcomes of our practical reasoning in narrative terms, then this is best 
demonstrated, not by philosophical arguments, necessary as those are, but by 
illuminating examples of narratives of the relevant kind.47 

3. Practical Reason and Desires 

In conclusion, I would like to focus on two major issues arising from 
this view of practical reason and human difference.

The first issue concerns the nature of human desires. On one hand, as 
MacIntyre argues, ‘agents do well only if and when they act to satisfy 
only those desires whose objects they have good reason to desire’.48 This 
concept is recalled, within a different conceptual frame, by Taylor’s need to 
formulate strong evaluations, whose validity cannot be measured on desires, 
for it is strong evaluations, on the contrary, which offer criteria to evaluate 
desires. On the other hand, before developing a moral reflection on this 
topic, I believe we need to focus primarily on the ontology of human desire. 
The mere experience of desiring is a sign of the fact that human beings 
are always seeking a good (a final end) which goes beyond the limits of 
human nature: Even when longing for those objects of desire which cannot 
fulfil their life, a human being is implicitly longing for something which 
cannot be entrapped within the narrowness of a nomolatric perspective. 
Human beings are looking for something that belongs to the discovery 
of those goods worthy of their love and loyalty. In order to recognise 
what is good for us, we need to focus on the dynamic of human desire: 

45 Ibid., p. 57.
46 Ibid., p. 209. 
47 Ibid., p. 242. See Sante Maletta, Biografia della ragione. Saggio sulla filosofia 

politica di MacIntyre (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2007), pp. 20–28.
48 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 243.
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This widens the horizon of meanings and introduces the possibility of a 
rational examination of the nature of the human quest and of what can 
really fulfil it. Therefore, our concern, should not be primarily focused on 
evaluating desires and ranking them, but should be addressed to deepen the 
awareness of our nature, to discover the constellation of meanings to which 
we are introduced through the experience of desiring. I believe that, if we 
are not fully aware of the nature of the human needs, we cannot find the 
corresponding answers and we risk of resorting too easily to poor solutions 
(such as the primacy of rules).The second issue is related to the interplay 
between practical reason and narrative. I believe that the possibility of 
facing moral disagreement without surrendering to scepticism depends on 
a dialogue developed within a network of narratives interacting with each 
other. On the basis of this and of the illuminating examples provided by 
these narratives, practical reason is able to identify those goods worthy 
of our love and allegiance. What we need the most in order to face moral 
disagreement are not intellectual skills, but the virtues of humility and 
attention, as argued by Iris Murdoch.49 These virtues are strictly related 
to the work of practical reason. Practical reason needs to be constantly 
nourished by these virtues to be able to identify those goods we cannot 
live without, and to interact with those agents with whom we disagree in 
order to recognise their profound needs. Beyond moral disagreement, we 
can indeed recognise a common desire for human flourishing as ‘an object 
of desire beyond all particular and finite goods, a good towards which 
desire tends insofar as it remains unsatisfied by even the most desirable of 
finite goods’.50 Moral disagreement can be enlightened by the awareness 
that ‘there is no particular finite good the achievement of which perfects 
and completes one’s life’.51 The needs which define us as human beings 
can help us approach moral diversity as different moral positions which 
can be compared and differentiated on the basis of identical human needs. 
Such awareness can enable the practical reason to detect the profound 
needs hiding beyond various formulations, and to reframe them on the 
basis of alternative descriptions arising from the deepening of our self-
knowledge. Therefore, moral disagreement can be addressed, rather than 
from a dialectical perspective (responsible, in turn, of generating further 
oppositions), from a dialogical one, in which the ‘exchange of reasons’ 
(dià-logos) embodies the work of practical reason within a narrative 

49 Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970).
50 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 315.
51 Ibid.
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context. In this perspective, moral disagreement constitutes the privileged 
chance to deepen the awareness of human nature and desires. 

Dostoevsky masterfully depicts this in Crime and Punishment, where 
the life of Raskol’nikov radically changes not because of a dialectic or 
of an intellectual argument but because of the encounter with Sonja. The 
reader can track Raskol’nikov’s radical changes, a slow transition from 
a world to another world, to a new reality previously unknown, to his 
‘gradual rebirth’.52 Here ‘dialects had given way to life, and something quite 
different had to work itself out in his conscious mind’.53 The possibility 
of experiencing the disclosure of a new world, outside the world full of 
contradictions and scepticism in which we are immersed, also depends on 
the trust we have in the dynamic of human desire - as a path which leads 
to an unavoidable constellation of meanings—, and on encounters with 
people able to take it seriously.

52 Fëdor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment (New York: Penguin Books, 2014), p. 
518.

53 Ibid., p. 517.





sandra hernández gonzález 

NARRATIVE, PRACTICAL REASONING AND 
RATIONAL DESIRE

1. Introduction

MacIntyre’s Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reason and Narrative1 focuses on offering conceptual tools for 
conceiving of desire and exercising practical reasoning (Preface) such that 
the resulting understanding and exercise contributes to human fulfillment. 
Although it has its own developments,2 the MacIntyrean conception of 
desire refers to the Thomist-Aristotelian one in which the moral subject is 
capable of effective practical rationality based on the ordering of her desires 
through the moral virtues. Virtue and its relationship with desire occupy a 
vast place in MacIntyre’s writings; here, we will address it only indirectly 
and briefly in relation to narrative since this paper aims to address narrative 
as a key to understanding desire in practical reasoning.

MacIntyre proposes a narrative form for moral reflection that he 
explicitly transfers to the understanding of desires in order to learn how to 
evaluate and prioritise them. This process makes desires an adequate guide 
for action and moral life and considers narrative as a means to understand 
one’s desires. 

Narrative, for MacIntyre, is a story of repetition and re-creation, of 
our repeated efforts to more clearly understand, and then perhaps revise 
and shape, and ultimately achieve our ends. MacIntyre, therefore, relies 
precisely on narrative as a way for the agent to understand herself and 
others as reflective agents in terms of a certain story in which they as agents 
direct (or fail to direct) themselves toward intermediate ends, and toward a 

1 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016. Referred to as Ethics in what 
follows.

2 While still faithfully relying on Aristotelianism, MacIntyre proposes what he 
considers a broader and more detailed conception of the relationship between 
practical reasoning and desire than the one found in Aristotle.
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final end that orders the other ends. Agents come to discover the nature of 
their final end in and through their activities as rational agents.3

To approach this subject, we will proceed as follows: First, (1) we will 
present MacIntyre’s considerations4 on the role of language and narrative 
in human life and moral reflection. Second, (2-4) we will point to three 
features of narrative that validate it as an epistemological key to desire 
based on the characteristics it shares with the dynamics of desire in 
action, namely, its rationality, evaluative character, and unity. Through the 
development of ideas 1–4, we will then show that (a) narrative rationality 
drives desires to genuine goods, (b) the evaluative character of the narrative 
makes us aware of the moral nature of our desires, and (c) narrative unity 
refers to the teleology of desire.

The conclusion aims to show that narrative provides an accessible path 
towards understanding a characteristically human practical rationality, one 
that starts from a place of interiority where desires act as the origin of 
action.

2. The Prominent Role MacIntyre Assigns to Language for Understanding 
Human Actions

MacIntyre’s major interest in language is well known, focusing on 
three aspects. First, in his definition of the human being, MacIntyre 
replaces the classic binomial animality-rationality with the binomial 
animality-language, referring to man as an animal that tells stories.5 
There, he highlights the rationality of narrative and the role that it plays in 
anthropology. Second, he emphasises language acquisition in infancy as a 
requirement for developing practical reasoning. Little by little, language 
enables us to introduce moral questions that help us assess our needs and 
desires.6 Furthermore, MacIntyre presents the recourse to a narrative in two 
ways: (1) as containing a thematic nucleus and (2) as being a method of 
moral investigation. In his most recent work, Ethics, which brings together 

3 See Jonathan Lear, ‘MacIntyre and the Therapeutic Method’, in Learning from 
MacIntyre, ed. by R. Beadle and G. Moore (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 
2020), pp. 304-327.

4 I refer here to the ‘so called’ second MacIntyre, the one from After Virtue.
5 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 2007), p. 15.
6 See Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need 

the Virtues (Chicago: Open Court, 1999).
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his mature thought, he does so to the extent that he asserts that moral 
understanding comes in narrative form. In third place and on a different 
level, identifying emotivism as a critical impasse, MacIntyre recognises 
that its success consists in bringing to the philosophical level a generalised 
common moral experience, even if he considers it erroneous:

With [the] distinction between a sentence’s meaning and its use in mind […], 
the emotivists were right about something. Given the nature of contemporary 
moral discourse, people often use moral language merely to express their moral 
preferences or emotions rather than using them for arguing rationally for their 
views.7

Based on language’s critical role in moral development, MacIntyre 
presents narrative as a rational path toward moral thinking and practice. A 
narrative has very particular relevance as a means to understand rationally 
one’s desires. The narrative is a story of repetition and re-creation, of 
our repeated efforts to clarify, as well as perhaps revise and shape, and 
ultimately achieve our final ends. MacIntyre, therefore, relies precisely 
on narrative as a way for the agent to understand herself and others as 
reflective agents in terms of a certain kind of story in which they direct (or 
fail to direct) themselves toward intermediate ends, and toward a final end 
that orders the other ends. Agents come to discover the nature of their final 
end in and through their activities as rational agents.

For MacIntyre, the narrative is thus a central proposal for constructing a 
first second language,8  and, to a certain extent, it also contributes to what 
MacIntyre considers the development of moral psychology.9 If the human 
being is an animal that tells stories, narrative is an omnipresent dimension 
in human life and life is understood as a story, as a journey through the 
trials and dangers, moral and physical, that one faces for better or worse 
and with greater or less success. The stories that MacIntyre introduces in 
the last chapter of Ethics exemplify this perspective and show the dynamic 

7 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘The Illusion of Self-Sufficiency’, in Conversations on 
Ethics, ed. by Alex Voorhoeve (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 113.

8 Beyond the MacIntyrean suggestion of a first second language as a means to 
combat the morals of modernity, we are concerned here with the intrinsic universal 
human value of narratives for structuring moral life.

9 A way of reflection and reasoning about human desires that starts from experience 
and aims to be accessible and meaningful both for ordinary people and for 
professional philosophers. See Christopher Lutz ‘Alasdair MacIntyre’s Ethics of 
Practical Reasoning: Morality in Practice’, Politics & Poetics, A Journal for 
Humane Philosophy, 4 (2018), pp. 1-26.
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dimension of desire in the exercise of practical reasoning. Practical reason 
unfolds over time and, as MacIntyre asserts, explanations of practical 
reasoning usually omit this dimension. 

MacIntyre identifies three dimensions in language: (1) language as a 
dimension that defines the essence of human beings, (2) the use of language 
as a path toward moral development, and (3) language as a resource 
for contemporary moral dialogue. Thus, MacIntyre’s appropriation of 
narrative in the definition of human beings seems to have extraordinary 
epistemological value in understanding their rational essence and, more 
specifically, in the rational understanding of their tendencies and desires.

MacIntyre does not just consider relevant the foundation of morality 
in connection with human desires. In line with his global epistemological 
project,10 he is also interested in dealing with a task that he sees as no 
less critical, namely identifying access points to the explanation and 
understanding of the rational nature of desire, both for individuals and 
for philosophical currents. MacIntyre seems to support this objective with 
the conviction that picking up on Aristotle in later periods always implies 
translation work.

Beyond endless philosophical discussion, MacIntyre above all aims to 
understand desire because of its relationship with life considered as a whole, 
such that particular aspects of human action come together and make sense 
because of their relationship to failure or achievement in life as a whole 
and, ultimately, their relationship to happiness or unhappiness. Moreover, 
he proposes investigating the role narrative plays in our understanding of 
human lives, and what it is to understand these matters from a Thomistic 
perspective.11

Let us now turn to three key aspects in MacIntyre’s examination of 
narratives’ role in the ways we understand our desires and structure our 
practical reasoning,12 namely narrative rationality, the evaluative character 
of the narrative, and narrative unity.

10 See MacIntyre, After Virtue, chapter 1.
11 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, Preface.
12 See Christopher Lutz, ‘Narrative and the Rationality of Traditions. MacIntyre’s 

Epistemological Stance’, Acta Philosophica, II (2020), p. 28. 
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3. Rationality and Narrative can Lead to a Realistic Understanding of 
Desires

Rationality is a condition for the possibility of discourse,13 and, for 
MacIntyre, rationality can only be narrative. If we relate this to human 
activity, intelligibility is the binding link between the notion of action and 
narration. In the context of action, the rationality of desire can also be 
captured through narrative rationality. This is why telling the story of our 
desires is to begin to reflect on them; it is to ask ourselves questions that 
will ultimately and most likely end up leading to a rational understanding 
of them.

In MacIntyre’s writings, the evaluation of desire does not just lie in the 
narrative itself, but can also be found in the agent’s moral rectitude and his 
virtues, or in his capacity to acquire them. However, the narrative serves 
to identify successes and failures in the realisation of action, and when 
following specific desires.

Such an understanding will always be evaluative, as we will see in part 
3. The value of narrative lies, then, in that it makes us intelligible precisely 
as humans, where eminently human action is seen as starting from 
interiority, and where desires serve as the origin of action. The essentially 
human features of action come from the nature of human beings; such 
features entail the interiority of desire connected with the agent’s context 
and history.14

MacIntyrean narrative allows for an approach to desire in which 
philosophy, history, and sociology converge as interdisciplinary research 
that aids in understanding the nature and workings of rational desire in 
ordinary people’s daily lives. On the other hand, the moral agent’s self-
understanding of desires that results from the intersection of all these 
perspectives, even when this occurs in an incipient or spontaneous manner, 
drives him to genuine goods by evaluating desires in relation to a telos that 
measures success or failure. 

13 Francisco Samaranch, El saber del deseo, releer a Aristóteles (Madrid: Trotta, 
1999), p. 15.

14 After Virtue’s central task is found in identifying the modern invention of the 
individual as deeply flawed because of its inability to account for the sociological 
and narrative dimensions of human life. Dependent Rational Animals adds to 
sociological and narrative accounts of human life as biological. Cf. Jonathan J. 
Sanford, ‘Whose Aristotelianism? MacIntyre, Neo Aristotelianism, and Morality’, 
Politics & Poetics. A Journal for Humane Philosophy, 4 (2018), pp. 2-21.
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Among its objectives, After Virtue precisely aims to rehabilitate a 
realistic perspective, which entails the possibility of moral statements as 
true or false.15 This perspective affirms an intrinsically good ontological 
dimension in such a way that MacIntyre’s approach attempts to find the 
good of desire grounded in ontological moral nature. Given the rational 
nature of narrative, submitting desires to their linguistic expression would 
mean beginning to insert realistic rationality. Thus, in MacIntyre’s theory, 
practical rationality can only be narrative16 and desires contain narrative 
rationality.17

The realism of desire is given by its connection with the goods of human 
nature in a precise context, and it is through the proper exercise of practical 
rationality that moral agents become capable of shaping their desires 
towards such a good. In MacIntyre’s moral thought, this task is the hard 
work of morality [that] consists in the transformation of our desires, so 
that we aim at the good and respect the precepts of the natural law.18

Because the rational agent is characterised by prioritising goods that are 
the object of desire, MacIntyre shows that goods, rather than preferences, 
properly gauge desires. He also affirms that goods are subject to rank 
ordering by way of correct reasoning and that, for reasoning to be correct, 
one needs the virtues and an account of life’s overarching good that is 
not in competition with any particular goods. From this perspective, the 
exercise of practical reasoning through narrative is good because it leads to 
an understanding of desires concerning the objective good according to the 
subject’s nature. Following Juri, 

Narrative serves to make intelligible what people do or say, but it does not 
come down to that alone. Philosophy and history’s close relationship, made 
possible by narrative, can make coming up with a theory intelligible, as well 
as elucidate the situations in which it is relevant, both for understanding and 

15 See Sergio Berardinelli and Luigi Cimmino, ‘Il realismo etico di Alasdaire 
MacIntyre: identità e comunità tra le pagine di Dopo la Virtù’, Acta Philosophica 
(2019), pp. 241-256.

16 See Mauro Javier Saiz, ‘Racionalidad práctica y consecuencias metodológicas 
para las ciencias sociales en Alasdair MacIntyre in Ethics in the Conflicts of 
Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical Reasoning and Narrative’,  Prometeica, 
20 (2020), p. 11.

17 Nothing points to MacIntyre rejecting other types of rationality or that narrative 
rationality is presented as exclusive in relation to other rationalities for the 
understanding of desire. Instead, he focuses on presenting an unexplored and 
complementary avenue for rational access to desires.

18 MacIntyre, ‘The Illusion of Self-Sufficiency’, p. 117.
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evaluating it. Narrative implies recovering a space-time enclave that modern 
abstract universalism has lost.19

The narrative character of practical reasoning also has a social dimension, 
with two crucial implications: (1) It is only possible to correctly think 
about our good if we also think correctly about the good of a community 
identified by common virtuous ends; (2) the need for friendship emerges 
from the social character of practical reasoning and represents an essential 
aspect herein, although, for now, further exploration thereof goes beyond 
the limits of this chapter.

4. The Evaluative Character of Narrative Raises Awareness of Desire’s 
Moral Nature 

MacIntyre points to the capacity for moral evaluation of action as 
specifically distinctive of human rationality in comparison with other 
animals’ rationality. This capacity and its relationship with the good can be 
inferred as defining human rationality:

The crucial difference between human beings as rational animals and other 
animal species is that human beings are able to reflect on the norms that govern 
their lives, on the nature of the activities they engage in, and the experiences 
they have, and can ask: ‘Is there a better way to live than the way I am living 
now?’.20

The exercise of narrative rationality essentially involves this moral 
dimension, which we call evaluative. When telling our story, we do not 
abstract from this evaluative character; rather, narration necessarily leads 
to recurring questions about whether what we did or did not was the best 
we could have done according to our circumstances and possibilities. At 
the same time, this narrative assessment of the past predisposes us to a new 
assessment of future decisions and, more broadly, of the direction we want 
our lives to take. This path goes in a specific direction, which we value 
according to whether it can offer happiness or not, or whether it promises 

19 Maria Agustina Juri, ‘Una aproximación al narrativismo de Alasdair MacIntyre in 
Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical Reasoning 
and Narrative’, Prometeica, 20 (2020), pp. 46-55. 

20 MacIntyre, ‘The Illusion of Self-Sufficiency’, p. 119.
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success or failure. We ask questions of this nature regularly, although not 
often explicitly.

This narrative-evaluative capacity is innate in practical reasoning, 
which develops over time and takes into account the interior elements of 
the actions, as well as their historical and social context. Its evaluative 
character is found precisely in what the resulting narrative distinctively 
adds to history.

A human life that does not develop the capacity for evaluative questions 
about past or future actions is impoverished in terms of its humanity since 
it lacks the skills to correctly direct its existence. Therefore, practical 
reflection must lead beyond the mere analysis of desires to their critical-
evaluative analysis to reorder them. 

In this way, narrative may make us aware of our moral nature.21 If we 
want to excel in practical reasoning, we must be aware of our nature when 
telling our narrative22. This is because our progress towards the good has a 
narrative structure in which nature determines the end of action, and such a 
telos is our reference point for evaluating achievements and failures. Thus, 
the evaluative character of narrative refers to teleology as a moral reference 
point.

5. Narrative Unity Reconnects Desire with Teleology

Narratives have a beginning and evolution or development in a direction 
marked by the agent’s goals and an end; their outcome is valued as a 
success or failure based on whether it corresponds with the agent’s goals 
or purposes, which, in turn, are marked by his wishes.23 Thus, narrative 
makes evident the teleology of desires to the extent that knowing and 
understanding a human narrative means also knowing the ends that inspired 
it. However, this does not involve just any narrative, but rather presupposes 

21 See Kelvin Knight, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre Revisionary Aristotelianism. Pragmatism 
Opposed, Marxism Outmoded, Thomism Transformed’, in What Happened in 
and to Moral Philosophy in the Twentieth Century?, ed. by Fran O’Rourke (Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), p. 103.

22 See MacIntyre, ‘The Illusion of Self-Sufficiency’.
23 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Conflicts of Desire’, in Weakness of Will from Plato to the 

Present, ed. by T. Hoffman (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America 
Press, 2008), pp. 276-292.
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a neo-Aristotelian conception of human activity24 in which the telos shapes 
or defines what is considered harm or danger, success or failure.25

Narrative unity of life thus understood highlights the subject’s permanent 
identity throughout her changing history and social roles. This is especially 
important in a culture that promotes the generalised compartmentalisation of 
life and, in turn, marks a non-unitary understanding of moral commitments.

By compartmentalisation, MacIntyre refers to two interrelated aspects. 
On the one hand, how humans interact in various areas that are very 
different from one another. These areas have their own laws and regulations 
that are often in opposition to the laws and regulations of other areas. 
Compartmentalisation makes it difficult to identify an objective good 
beyond circumstances, thus obscuring the perception of moral absolutes. 
On the other hand, MacIntyre refers to the artificial division between a 
person and the roles she plays,26 substituting moral identity and inner 
unity for conformity with rules or ways of living that correspond to mere 
external, circumstantial factors.

Both situations strongly influence the experience of desire and 
(poorly) educate it, so to speak, in a fragmented way so that the person 
perceives desire in an ununified way, making it difficult or impossible to 
hierarchically organise and harmonise desires based on a greater good 
or final end. Ultimately, this situation of fragmented desire leads to a 
diminished understanding of one’s own identity. Our identity is not formed 
according to our psychological states or social roles, but rather is founded 
on our human ends, identification of which involves a search over time and 
entails desires with a certain dynamism.

Fragmentation of desires also prevents identifying a higher, ultimate 
desire that unifies all others. Without this, the agent easily leans toward 
an instrumental understanding of action. Furthermore, without a narrative 
teleology of desire, actions become incomprehensible. Thus, 

behaviour is only characterized adequately when we know what the longer 
and longest-term intentions we invoke and how short-term intentions are 
related to the longer. Once again, we are involved in writing a narrative.27 

24 MacIntyre, Ethics in The Conflicts of Modernity, Chapter 3.
25 MacIntyre, After Virtue, Chapter 11.
26 In Ethics MacIntyre identifies social and philosophical causes of this 

compartmentalisation. For example, analytical philosophy and the sociological 
theory of existentialism.

27 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 208.
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With an ultimate end in place, the narrative plot consists of a beginning and 
its intervening development. Moreover, without a dynamic and teleological 
expression of desires, a fragmented and uncoordinated expression of 
desires results, as do desires that seem essentially heterogeneous, directed 
towards goods that are independent one from the other, and are lacking in 
any kind of overall order. Thus, when a moral agent is lost and disoriented, 
she is lost with regard to her end;28 she loses a context for life itself when 
narrative unity is absent.

6. Conclusion

Desires are the centre of discernment and a driving force of practical 
reason, which contains a confluence of moral theory and practice, a 
relationship that is vital to narrative. Thus, the narrative dimension of 
human action involves a dynamic character of desires, with three significant 
consequences:

a. Narrative rationality drives desires for genuine goods. 
b. The evaluative character of narrative raises awareness of our desire’s 

moral nature.
c. Narrative unity points us to the human telos as a reference for flourishing.
The outstanding role of a particular type of narrative, as essential for 

understanding practical and moral life, is of particular importance. In this way, 
telling stories is key to educating ourselves in virtues.29 

28 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, pp. 218-219.
29 Ibid., Chapter 4, and MacIntyre, After Virtue, Chapter 15. 
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DISCIPLINING DESIRES
A MacIntyrean Take on Practical Rationality and the 

Formation of Desires1

In Dependent Rational Animals, Alasdair MacIntyre argues that ‘human 
practical rationality certainly has among its distinctive features the ability 
to stand back from one’s initial judgement about how one should act and 
to evaluate them by a variety of standards’.2 This claim does not deny that 
other animals are able to use some kind of practical reasoning. Long before 
contemporary research in ethology, Aristotle had suggested that practical 
reasoning could be acknowledged in some animals: ‘prudence (phronesis) 
is also ascribed to some of the beasts, the ones that are evidently capable 
of forethought about their own life’,3 and Aquinas pondered over the 
‘marvelous instances of wisdom’ (mirabiles sagacitates) which are to 
be found among other animals.4  Nevertheless, a crucial part of what 
distinguishes us as human animals is our ability to establish a specific 
kind of relationship to our desires as we take some distance from them to 
evaluate them. Other animals do have reasons to act, such as needs and 
desires; but they do not reflect upon these reasons. They never wonder 
whether they have good reasons to believe what they believe, to act as they 
act, and to desire what they desire. Linguistic powers are needed for this 
specific distancing from one’s own practical reasoning and desires.5

1 My most sincere thanks go to Philippe Büttgen, Iacopo Costa, Kelvin Knight, 
Tolis Malakos, and Jeevan Mendonsa for their insightful comments, critiques, and 
orientations, as well as to Naïl Lazrak and Joséphine Jamet for their corrections.

2 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (Chicago and La Salle: Open Court, 1999), p. 54.

3 Nichomachean Ethics 1141a26, ed. by Ingram Bywater, trans. by Terence Irwin, 
Aristotle’s Ethica Nicomachea (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894). NE from now 
on.

4 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, q. 13, a. 2, co., Leonine edition, transl. 
by Alfred J. Freddoso.

5 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics and the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), p. 225.
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In this paper, I argue that the specifically human use of practical rationality 
crucially implies a discipline of desires and that this central feature of 
moral life pertains to politics. A discipline of desires, that is, a repression of 
some of them, is needed for the adequate use of practical rationality. On the 
other hand, correct practical reasoning also entails a disciplining of desire 
understood as the reorientation of some of our desires towards genuine 
goods. Therefore, a circularity emerges, as a discipline of desires seems to 
be both a precondition and a result of an adequate use of practical reason. 
The solution to this difficulty lies in the role of communities as guiding us 
in the learning of practical rationality and virtues. This remark suggests the 
political significance of this discipline of desires.

1. The Discipline of Desires as a Precondition to Practical Rationality

It is necessary to discipline one’s desires to be able to use practical 
rationality in a specifically human way. MacIntyre explicitly emphasises 
the need for such a discipline in the process of ethical formation: ‘[For 
the Neo-Aristotelian agent], to be the kind of rational agent envisaged 
by Aristotle, Aquinas and their heirs is to live and to act under certain 
constraints [and] it involves a disciplining of one’s desires’.6 Following 
Aristotle’s claim, ‘[we cannot] be prudent without virtue of character’,7 
and above all without temperance which ‘preserves prudence’.8 Drawing 
on Plato,9 Aristotle notes that temperance enables the ‘eye of the soul’ to be 
correctly orientated towards the good. Being prudent, that is, developing 
the virtue of deliberation expressed in correct practical reasoning, requires 
an adequate relationship to desires. The specific need for a discipline of 
desire may appear negatively if one considers the ‘radical ethical vice’ of 
akolasia,10 translated by David Ross as ‘self-indulgence’ and by Terence 
Irwin as ‘intemperance’, and which the Latin commentators rightly 
understood as an in-disciplinatio, a lack of discipline. Aristotle compares 
those who lack moral discipline with unruly children,11 who disobey their 

6 Ibid., p. 58.
7 NE 1144b32.
8 NE 1140b11–12, p. 106 Aristotle is here playing on words by connecting 

sophrosynê with the phrase sôzousan tên phronêsin. 
9 Republic, 519a.
10 Pavlos Kontos, ‘Akolasia as Radical Ethical Vice: The Evidence of Nichomachean 

Ethics 1140b11-21’, Ancient Philosophy, 29 (2009), pp. 337–347.
11 NE 1119a34 f.
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rulers and go astray and unpunished as ‘[their] desire for the pleasant is 
insatiable and seeks indiscriminate satisfaction’.12 The unrestrained urge of 
desire prevents adequate practical reasoning.

Consistently with this passage, MacIntyre most explicitly highlights the 
role of a discipline of desires as he refers to the education of children.13 
It is necessary to impose a certain order to their desires through rules, 
which implies renouncing some immediate desires so that the infants may 
flourish:

The acquisition of [human practical rationality] is possible only for those 
who have in a significant degree learned how to separate themselves from their 
desires and more especially from those desires in their primitive, infantile 
form.14 

 This separation and ordering are inseparably a process of learning. The 
infant desires to eat, take, or do something, and she must learn to renounce 
it or to do it later, because an adult tells her that it is not good for her. 
A ‘good enough mother’, in Winnicott’s phrasing, doesn’t need to seek 
perfection, which will be a source of anxiety, but to educate a child to make 
the best choices she can. The child should learn to distinguish between what 
she desires and what is actually good for her.15 She first obeys because she 
desires to please her parents, but she also gradually learns to ‘discriminate 
between objects of desire’ and to select those ones which are worth being 
pursued.  

To highlight this need for a moral discipline doesn’t mean denying any 
active role to practical rationality in this process. It is not reducible to a 
non-rational training of desire, since it implies in key part, as a child learns 
to identify what is and isn’t a good, a specific activity of evaluation, and 
to evaluate is not to desire, nor to express a desire.16 It centrally involves 
language, as it relies on the linguistic and moral ability to identify a good as 
what we have good reasons to desire. A good is not reducible to an object 
of desire. As Bernard Williams puts it:

12 NE 1119b8.
13 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, pp. 81–98, Ethics in the Conflicts of 

Modernity, pp. 35–41.
14 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 69.
15 Ibid., p. 37.
16 Ibid., p. 70: ‘We should not in general assimilate evaluations and expressions of 

desire.’ 
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In any ordinary understanding of good, surely, an extra step is taken if 
you go from saying that you want something or have decided to pursue it to 
saying that it is good [...]. The idea of something’s being good imports an idea, 
however minimal or hazy of a perspective in which it can be acknowledged by 
more than one agent as good.17 

Against an expressivist stance on practical reasoning and desire, 
MacIntyre rejects the idea that our reasons for action coincide with our 
deepest desires and feelings. It is not only the case that some of our desires 
do not provide adequate reasons for action, there may also be some goods 
that don’t belong to our desires and that should outweigh our own desires 
in our practical deliberation. Reasons for action are given by goods rather 
than by simple desires, and goods are defined not only as desirable ends, 
but also by their contribution to human flourishing, as the good of dolphins 
corresponds to what enables dolphins to flourish as members of their 
species.18 To reflect on such goods implies to be able to distance oneself 
from their immediate desires.

However, although this ability of distanciation is not the outcome of an 
entirely non-rational training, it isn’t possible without a certain temperance. 
The relationship between practical rationality and the discipline of desires 
shall then be grasped negatively: when one is deprived of a proper discipline, 
they are prevented from developing a distinctively human ability, namely 
human practical rationality. If one fails to learn to distance themselves from 
their desires, they will always consider them as a sufficient reason to act. 
Therefore, one will never be able to use practical rationality in a way that 
evaluates freely their desires as sometimes questionable reasons to act. The 
consequences of such failures may be disastrous. At the beginning of Ethics 
in the Conflicts of Modernity, MacIntyre spells out a variety of examples 
of human lives going astray ‘on account of misdirected or frustrated 
desires’, such as the life of someone (say, an athlete or a physicist) who 
sets her heart on one only objective and fails to reach it; or that of someone 
who desires too many things and achieves nothing; and that of someone 
who wants too little and never adequately develops her talents and skills: 
‘When lives go wrong in these various ways, frustrated or misdirected or 

17 Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (London and New York: 
Routledge Classics, 2011), p. 65.

18 This analogy, however, has strong limitations, as there is no universal agreement 
as to what constitutes human flourishing. Various cultural and moral traditions are 
in continued conflict on this point, and this conflict cannot be solved from an 
external, universal, and neutral stance.
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inadequate desire has played a part, even if not the only part, in making 
them go wrong’.19 A Neo-Aristotelian perspective involves paying close 
attention to the catalogue of such failures to adequately discipline desire, 
since those failures hinder human flourishing.

2. The Discipline of Desires as a Result of Practical Reasoning

Practical rationality does not simply presuppose this discipline of desire. 
It also plays a crucial part in it, insofar as it does not simply repress desires 
but continuously educates them and transforms them, by redirecting 
them towards genuine goods. ‘Discipline’ is not to be understood only 
negatively as a non-rational, repressive domestication of desire, exerted 
by good-enough parents during infancy, but also positively as a lifelong 
reflective process of education and transformation. The aim of an adequate 
use of practical rationality is to transform genuine goods, that we don’t 
necessarily desire initially, into objects of desire. To borrow Bernard 
Williams’ phrasing, what is at stake here is the transformation of the 
‘agent’s subjective motivational set’20 so that external reasons for action, 
that is, in Neo-Aristotelian terms, the goods we have good reasons to 
pursue, become included within this set, as internal reasons.21 Objects of 
desires and genuine goods don’t match from the outset; the end of practical 
reasoning as sustained by intellectual and moral virtues is to bridge the 
gap between them until they coincide. What is sought for is not a way to 
rationally overcome desire, but to better desire, that is, to desire rationally.

 The outcome of deliberation is not, indeed, in a Thomistic Aristotelian 
framework, a rational outcome that would stand beyond desire. On the 
contrary, it is a certain kind of desire informed by rationality. Prohairesis 
is to be understood as a deliberative desire (orexis bouleutikê), a desiring 
intellection (orektikos nous), or a reasoning desire (orexis dianoêtikê).22  
Even when Aquinas, following Robert Grosseteste, translates prohairesis 
by electio, he assimilates this ‘choice’ to a ‘rational desire or desiring 
reason’.23 MacIntyre comments as follows: ‘[electio is] desire as disciplined 

19 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 1.
20 Bernard Williams, ‘Internal and External Reasons’, Moral Luck: Philosophical 

Papers 1973–1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 102.
21 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, pp. 86–87.
22 NE III, 5, 1113a11, VI, 2, 1139b4–5
23 ST I-II, q. 13, a. 1
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and directed by right moral habit which accords with reason’.24 Prohairesis 
is the outcome of rational deliberation sustained by virtues, and the result 
of a collaboration between the rational and the irrational parts of the soul. 
Therefore, it can be understood as ‘the process of consciously deciding to 
form and of forming new desires’.25 

Among the desires that we undertake to form and to transform, one has a 
distinct role: it is the very desire to form these new desires, labelled by Harry 
Frankfurt a ‘second-order desire’.26 According to Frankfurt, ‘the essence 
of being a person lies not in reason but in will’27, and more particularly 
in the possession of second-order desires and volitions, viz. of desires 
to change one’s own desires, to desire differently. While the importance 
of such desires is acknowledged from a Neo-Aristotelian point of view, 
there will be significant disagreement as to their origin and influence. A 
Neo-Aristotelian stance on second-order desires will agree to stress their 
dynamic role in the continuous refashioning of desires. Yet, it will reject 
the primacy of these desires, and of will as opposed to reasoning, in ethical 
formation. The desire to change desires must already presuppose a certain 
adequate use of practical rationality, as it corresponds to the desire to desire 
according to correct practical reasoning. Practical reasoning is not the 
rational outcome of an irrational impulse of raw desire or will. We come to 
develop second-order desires as we are rational agents.

Refashioning desires requires collaboration between moral virtues and 
correct practical reasoning sustained by intellectual virtues. MacIntyre 
writes: 

What the training of the habits of action and judgement produces is a 
disciplining, ordering and transformation of the desires, so that the person 
excellent in this or that practice takes pleasure or pain in a quite different range 
of objects, states, and experiences from what that same person did initially.28 

The scope of this formative process is wider than simply desires, as 
it also pertains to pleasures, tastes, aversions, fears, hopes, emotions, 

24 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1988), p. 189.

25 Charles Chamberlain, ‘The Meaning of Prohairesis in Aristotle’s Ethics’, 
Transactions of the American Philological Association, 114 (1984), p. 153.

26 Harry Frankfurt, ‘Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person’, Journal of 
Philosophy 68 (1971), p. 6.

27 Ibid., p. 11.
28 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Practical Rationalities as Forms of Social Structure’, Irish 

Journal of Philosophy, 4 (1987), p. 9.
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and sensibilities. Aristotle already noted that ‘virtue of character is about 
pleasure and pain’;29 he emphasised the need for the temperate ones not 
only to refrain from bodily pleasures, but to do so with pleasure, thereby 
developing new kinds of pleasures. As MacIntyre comments, ‘moral 
education is an “éducation sentimentale”’.30 Our moral lives are also 
affective histories, and ‘discipline’ names the learning process intrinsic 
to our moral, affective, and even aesthetic lives. For instance, to act out 
of misericordia requires specific moral and emotional dispositions which 
are trained in moral life and practice, if misericordia is not only a general 
and efficacious promptness to philanthropy, but a virtue implying heartfelt 
compassion as well as concrete action when facing urgent need.31

3. Desires and Practical Reasoning Within Practice-Based Communities

An apparent dilemma seems to arise from our previous account of 
practical reasoning and the disciplining of desire. On the one hand, it seems 
that practical reasoning isn’t possible without a prior discipline of desires, 
understood as the repression and ordering of some desires enabled by parental 
education and by temperance. On the other hand, practical reasoning also 
appears as a precondition for disciplining desires, if this disciplining goes 
beyond mere repression and entails a dynamic transformation of our desires, 
and their reorientation towards goods. The question is then the following: 
if disciplining one’s desire appears both as a precondition and as a result 
of an adequate practical reasoning, how are we to escape circularity? This 
difficulty is rooted in a core problem of classical Aristotelianism, namely 
the circular relationship between prudence and moral virtues: ‘we cannot 
be fully good without prudence, or prudent without virtue of character’.32 
Intellectualist and anti-intellectualist approaches to this circularity conflict 
in the interpretation of this passage, stressing either the indispensable role 
of prudence in the definition and rational determination of every virtue of 
character, or the fact that temperance and moral habits are to determine the 
intention and the ends. 

A MacIntyrean approach to this circularity, as reduplicated in the 
relationship of discipline and practical reasoning, emphasises the role of 

29 EN 1104b9.
30 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue. A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn (Notre Dame: 

University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), p. 149.
31 ST II–II, q. 30, a. 3.
32 NE 1144b32.
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practices and communities in the formation of both moral virtues and 
practical reasoning. In After Virtue, virtues were first defined teleologically 
and in relation to practices, as ‘acquired human qualit[ies] the possession 
and exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are 
internal to practices’.33 Thus, virtues are first to be understood as those 
qualities of character and of the mind that we learn within practice-based 
communities and which are required to achieve the distinctive goods of 
a practice, say chess, football, or nuclear physics. These qualities also 
manifest in the way we use our practical reasoning. Virtues are what 
enable us to achieve a sound practical reasoning, by evaluating our reasons 
to act, imagining other possibilities, and distancing us from our desires. 
Without the virtues, it is not possible to use practical reasoning correctly, 
nor educate others to do so, nor protect oneself and others from neglect, 
wickedness, etc.: from all these perspectives, virtues are essential to human 
flourishing.34 Disciplining desires, which is required to develop practical 
reasoning, is inseparable from character formation and the cultivation of 
virtues through practices and within communities. 

These virtues are expressed in a sound practical reasoning which, in 
return, contributes to a continuous ethical work on our desires. While we 
learn virtues of character in practice-based communities, we consistently 
and inseparably learn to reason practically. We learn to recognise and 
pursue the internal, common goods of a practice, and to evaluate and order 
our own desires in light of such goods. It would not be possible to develop 
virtues of character (as opposed to simple ‘natural virtues’ which Aristotle 
points out)35 without a sound practical reasoning enabling us to identify 
genuine goods. As we are initiated into practices and participate in various 
communities, we learn at once to identify the common, internal goods of 
the practice through practical reasoning, and to develop the virtues needed 
to achieve these goods. With the help of virtues and in particular that of 
temperance, we learn to distance ourselves from our immediate desires, to 
critically assess and order our desires in light of what we learn to identify 
as goods, and to consciously undertake and change our habits, pleasures, 
affective dispositions, and desires, by further reflectively cultivating 
virtues. 

33 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 191.
34 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, pp. 97–98.
35 NE 1144b1.
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4. Politics of Desire

Communities appear as decisive in moral learning, when it comes to 
cultivating virtues and, inseparably, developing practical reasoning. This 
process of ethical formation pertains to politics, as it is in communities 
that we retrieve ‘the notion of a political community as a common project’, 
which has become ‘alien to the modern liberal individualist world’.36 
Communities, more than families or the State, are the right political locus 
to retrieve the notion of a common good.37 As spaces where our desires 
are formed and transformed, they may appear as sites of resistance to the 
logics of capitalist modernity. Since the context of capitalist exploitation 
makes it almost impossible to achieve the goods of work, it is deeply 
inimical to virtues and human flourishing. Thus, ‘we have to learn to act as 
economic, political, and moral antagonists of the dominant order’, and it is 
in communities that this antagonism may be cultivated.38

In Ethics and the Conflicts of Modernity, MacIntyre emphasises the 
specificity of a Neo-Aristotelian critique of capitalism, as distinct from 
the Marxist critique. Capitalism must be criticised for its effects on poor 
workers and unemployed people, but also for what it does to rich people. 
The capitalist mode of production develops an inadequate relationship to 
desires: desires are not directed towards what we need and have reasons to 
desire but towards ‘always more’, especially when it comes to capitalists, 
managers and traders. Thus, desires are submitted to another kind of 
discipline in the capitalist context; MacIntyre mentions ‘the discipline of 
competition in market transactions’.39 In market transactions, the desires 
of moral agents are submitted to a power of formation and transformation. 
They learn to desire a continuous increase of their initial capital, by selling 
as expensive as they can, and by buying as cheap as they can; ‘so they learn 
to want more and then more and become consumed by their own desires’. 
This desire is sustained by the admiration of their peers. Therefore, the 
vice of pleonexia, which ought to be translated, as MacIntyre insists, by 
‘acquisitiveness’, is cultivated and praised as a virtue. Mere consumers 
find themselves caught in a similar process: Their desires are constantly 
stimulated and sustained by marketing and advertisement, which orientate 
them towards objects that are not goods that they would have good 
reasons to desire. They are submitted to the discipline of consumption, 

36 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 156.
37 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 131.
38 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, pp. 237–238.
39 Ibid., p. 108.
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where desires are created, refashioned, and reoriented towards consumable 
‘goods’. Capitalism enforces a discipline over our desires; this is why the 
Neo-Aristotelian emphasis on character and desire formation may lead to 
a kind of resistance.

In After Virtue, MacIntyre points out an alternative opened up by the 
obsolescence of virtues and their withdrawal from the modern State. 
Some will, following Cobbett and in a communitarian way, undertake to 
reconquer a nation-scaled political community, in a kind of contemporary 
moral crusade. Others will, following Jane Austen, ‘discover enclaves 
for the life of virtues within it’.40 Against the communitarian option, 
MacIntyre’s way is an Austenian one. Resistance to the formative powers of 
capitalist modernity as grounded in virtue and desire cultivation has to take 
place within communities as pockets of resistance. Yet, to talk about such 
pockets of resistance as enclaves is not enough if such communities must 
radiate in rather than simply secede from the liberal societies. MacIntyre’s 
project has been labelled by MacIntyre himself, following Kelvin Knight, 
as a ‘Revolutionary Aristotelianism’.41 Revolutionary Aristotelianism is an 
anticapitalist and anti-Statist politics centered on local forms of communal 
resistances to the destructive and, should we add, formative powers of State 
capitalism. 

In particular, a closer study of temperance (sôphrosunê), which is 
often considered as an intrinsically conservative virtue, may lead to the 
conclusion that ‘being virtuous may require one to be at odds with the 
established modes of the common life in radical ways’. Temperateness, 
MacIntyre claims, may be ‘a virtue of revolutionaries’.42 Since a Humean 
account of temperateness as self-restraint for the sake of utility43 prevailed 
in liberal modernity and came to sustain ‘the dominant order of the 
eighteenth-century United-Kingdom’, a Thomistic account of this virtue 

40 After Virtue, p. 238.
41 See Kelvin Knight, ‘Revolutionary Aristotelianism’, in Contemporary Political 

Studies. Volume 2, ed. by Ian Hampsher-Monk and Jeffrey Stanyer (Belfast: 
Political Studies Association of the United Kingdom, 1996), pp. 885–896, 
reprinted in Virtue and Politics. Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary 
Aristotelianism,  ed. by P. Blackledge and K. Knight (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2011), pp. 20–34; Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism 
Can Become Revolutionary. Ethics, Resistance, and Utopia’, in Virtue and 
Politics, pp. 11-19.

42 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Sophrosunê: How a Virtue Can Become Socially Disruptive,’ 
Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 13 (1988), p. 11.

43 David Hume, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. by Jerome B. 
Schneewind (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1983), pp. 79–82.
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would then be ‘socially disruptive’ as it would foster the transformation 
of desires and their increasing divorce with the capitalist order, rather 
than simple self-restraint. As MacIntyre insists, according to Aquinas, 
‘the temperate person is not someone imposing restraint upon precisely 
the same desires as the ones felt by the intemperate, but someone with 
transformed desires’.44 The claim of Revolutionary Aristotelianism thus 
understood is that revolutionary resistance against the capitalist, dominant 
order can only happen if desires are disengaged from the grip of capitalist 
disciplines, transformed through the collaboration of virtues and practical 
reasoning, and reorientated towards common goods within practice-based 
communities. Against the modern disciplinary power of capitalism and the 
State, ethical and political counter-disciplines are needed: It is perhaps why 
we are waiting for ‘another—doubtless very different—St. Benedict’.45

44 MacIntyre, ‘Sophrosunê: How a Virtue Can Become Socially Disruptive,’ p. 9.
45 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 263.
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Matteo aMori

THE ‘ENRICHED’ ANIMAL 
MacIntyre in Dialogue with the German Philosophical 

Anthropology

In the fifth chapter of Dependent Rational Animals,1 MacIntyre directs 
his efforts towards a more explicit clarification of the problem of human 
nature. Such goal is achieved, but it is useful to highlight a couple of 
relevant features. 

The first one is historical: MacIntyre focuses on a well-known moment 
in the history of the twentieth century philosophical anthropology—
Heidegger introducing the concept of  ‘openness to the world’ in his 
1929-1930 autumn term Freiburg course. According to MacIntyre, this is 
a decisive step towards the correct approach to the peculiar way of the 
philosophical questioning, in its entire extent. In order to achieve such goal, 
it is required what Heidegger calls a ‘comparative examination’ between 
the human being and the ‘other beings’.2 It is from such examination 
that the well-known definition of animal as ‘poor in world’ arises3—the 
definition which catches Macintyre’s critical attention. 

The second feature is theoretical: Drawing from Heidegger’s course, 
MacIntyre critically questions the adequacy not just of the definitions but 
also of their implications, which can be summarised as follows: 1) The 
animal world has an essential and uncontestable homogeneity and must 
be put in opposition to the realm of humanity; 2) In its entirety, such non-
human animal world can only be defined negatively in relation to the 
human condition, which is characterised by one or more specific patterns. 
Therefore, in Dependent Rational Animals, MacIntyre questions the 
Heideggerian approach to philosophical anthropology.

1 Peru: Carus, 1999.
2 M. Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, trans. by W. McNeill 

and N. Walker (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), p. 177. Kindle 
ebook. Where not differently indicated, translations are mine.

3 Ibid., § 42.
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1. An Encounter Where Two Different Routes Meet

Heidegger’s contribution to philosophical anthropology is indeed quite 
peculiar and fundamental. Nevertheless, it is legitimate to ask whether 
Heidegger’s statements possess an inescapable peculiarity, at least 
from a historical perspective. Martin Buber already stressed how much 
‘Heidegger’s anthropology’ is able to fascinate anyone who approaches it. 
An ambiguous fascination, as if

we enter a strange room of the spirit, but we feel as if the ground we tread 
is the board on which a game is being played whose rules we learn as we 
advance, deep rules which we ponder, and must ponder, but which arose and 
which persist only through a decision having once been reached to play this 
intellectual game, and to play it in this very way. 

However, Buber promptly adds that ‘at the same time […] we feel that 
this game is not arbitrarily chosen by the player, but he is under necessity, 
it is his fate’.4

We cannot ignore the fact that MacIntyre encounters Heidegger at 
a crossroads.  MacIntyre is in fact examining nature and the role and 
meaning of our animal identity while attempting to clarify (and actualise) 
those virtues characterising ‘the kind of human life through which human 
flourishing can be achieved’.5 On the other hand, Heidegger is in search 
of a way to practice metaphysical thinking as a ‘questioning in which we 
inquire into beings as a whole’.6 And it is while doing so that he finds himself 
facing the concept of world, which he understands as the ‘manifestness of 
beings as a whole’.7 Human beings can form such a world; animals, on the 
contrary, cannot and this is because of their inescapable passivity towards 
their environment. This environment gives each animal a shape, and they 
can move just when the environment itself enables the ‘disinhibition’ of the 
animals’ instinct.

MacIntyre specifies that the richness in the world of the human beings 
—more precisely, in Heidegger’s view, their ability to form a world— 

4 M. Buber, Between Man and Man, trans. by R. Gregor-Smith, (London: Taylor & 
Francis, 2004), pp.195–196. Kindle ebook.

5 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p.10. Kindle ebook.
6 Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, pp. 9f.
7 Ibid., § 64.
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results not so much from the possession of language, but from the practice, 
not merely theoretical, of ‘what Heidegger calls “the as-structure”’.8

MacIntyre, on the other hand, is interested in the question concerning 
non-human and human animals, we could say, in its purity’, apparently 
with no metaphysical horizon in the background.  Through such approach 
he is able to avoid Heidegger’s demanding metaphysical context and 
directly confront him on the ground—I would say immediately available—
of the problem of where the difference between the animal and the 
anthropological lies. This is because MacIntyre is in search of a non-
reductive conceptualisation of both animals and human beings and this 
cannot be found if the sharp separation between non-human and human 
animals established by Heidegger is not refuted. The non-human animal is 
in Heidegger’s view ‘merely captive to its encircling environment, released 
into activity only by those features of that environment which disinhibit 
its instinctual drives’.9  These limitations do not concern the human being, 
since ‘its conceptual and linguistic powers’ enable him to form his own 
world.

MacIntyre labels Heidegger’s overly fixed dualism as ‘a piece of 
rhetorical exaggeration’, because it does not take into consideration not only 
the variety of relationships which the different animal species can form with 
their environment (or with multiple environments, MacIntyre specifies), 
but also the characteristic and essential aspect that the environment itself 
‘is in part constituted by their own modes of apprehension of it and 
interaction with it’.10 Heidegger’s description of animality is then not just 
reductive but wrong, since there are ‘members of some nonhuman species’ 
whose ‘attention is selective and their environment is partly constituted by 
what their explorations and their findings make salient for them’; whose 
‘environment is not simply given as a set of constraints and of arousing 
stimuli’; and who can ‘exhibit, even if only in elementary form, just that 
as-structure which Heidegger states to be the exclusive possession of 
human beings’.11

Heidegger’s thesis is one of the most relevant contributions to the the 
twentieth century debate on anthropological difference. However, such a 
debate had begun in Germany years before Heidegger’s Freiburg course. 

8 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 46.
9 Ibid., p. 47.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
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I do not intend to give a complete summary of such a debate12. I will only 
highlight those accounts from the dense pre-history of Heidegger’s course 
on the Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics which are useful to better 
understand MacIntyre’s dispute with Heidegger and its importance.

2. Episode I. Max Scheler’s Personalism13

Max Scheler is a key and leading figure in the anthropological debate of 
the twentieth century. In 1913 Scheler framed the anthropological discourse 
in terms of a radical polarisation. Following Nietzsche, he examined the 
anthropological difference, first questioning the classic definition of the 
human being as a rational animal (also taking cues from Bergson and 
Klages); then looking at both non-human and human animals in a strict 
connection with their environment (Umwelt). 

From a strictly natural perspective the human being has ‘“adapted to his 
milieu” without “extending” it.14 This is one of the core ideas of Scheler. 
There can be no natural unity of human beings since ‘there is no precise, 
essential border between man and animal’.15

If we really aspire to find out an ‘essential and axiological delimitation’, 
we cannot resort to the distinction between humans and animals, instead 
we must refer to the distinction ‘between person and organism, between 
spiritual being and living being’.16 Indeed, it is the axiological primacy of 
the spiritual values the foundation of the human supremacy. The human 
being is in fact the one and only natural being whose acts can have spiritual 
values and ‘in conjunction’ with such phenomenon, a unity arises which 
would otherwise be impossible. Such acts demonstrate the transcendence 
of nature as a matter of fact. We must then capture the unity and specificity 
of human beings from the terminus ad quem and not from terminus a quo, 
according to Scheler. It means that a really specific and essential unity of 

12 On this I will just mention Joachim Fischer, Philosophische Anthropologie: Eine 
Denkrichtung des 20. Jahrhunderts (Freiburg Im Briesgau: Karl Alber, 2009).

13 In this and, in the following paragraph I take up, reworking and integrating them, 
some contents of my essay ‘L’amore eccedente. Heidegger e Scheler sul problema 
della definizione dell’uomo’, in L’intrico dell’io, ed. by F. Bonicalzi and S. 
Facioni (Milano: Jaca Book, 2014), pp. 79-93.  

14 M. Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values: A New Attempt 
Toward the Foundation of An Ethical Personalism, trans. by Manfred Frings and 
Roger L. Funk (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973), p. 287.

15 Ibid., p. 289.
16 Ibid., p. 290.
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human beings can emerge only where we can experience the pursuit of 
acts that really transcend any organic routine, and look beyond any natural 
form.17 

In his latest works, in particular The Human Place in the Cosmos 
(1928), Scheler does not soften his stance on the dualistic traits, clearly 
recognizable in the works of the second decade of the twentieth century; 
on the contrary, it seems to further solidify.18 

Scheler died in May 1928, while he was working on a Philosophical 
Anthropology which was meant to be a summa of his own entire thought, 
not just of his anthropology. A few days after his death, Heidegger praised 
him as ‘the highest philosophical strength in the entire philosophy of 
present times’.19

3. Episode II. Heidegger’s ‘Barring Clause’

Heidegger’s interest in the problem of the essential definition of the 
human being is as age-old as his earliest focus on the Dasein as a key-
metaphysical issue. In his 1923 Freiburg course Heidegger already 
formulated his theory on ‘facticity’ while critically referencing Scheler’s 
‘personalism’. Indeed, it is precisely in those series of lectures that 
Heidegger links the traditional definition of human being as ‘living being 
with reason’ with the the personalist view: 

Both conceptual definitions are concerned with defining the items with 
which a thing, having been given in advance, comes to be furnished. A definite 
mode of being is subsequently ascribed to a pregiven thing, i.e., the latter is 
indifferently allowed to remain defined as a being-real.20 

17 In his essay Zur Idee des Menschen (1915) Scheler writes that man is ‘the prayer 
of life overcoming itself’, ‘the living X which seeks God’. See Max Scheler, 
Gesammelte Werke, 5th edn (Bern-Muenchen: Francke, 1972), III, p. 186.

18 On this point scholars have recently become more critical. Guido Cusinato in Italy 
and Joachim Fischer in Germany have begun to call into question, with interesting 
arguments, the consolidated dualistic interpretation.

19 Martin Heidegger, Andenken an Max Scheler, in Max Scheler in 
Gegenwartsgeschehen der Philosophie, ed. by P. Good (Bern-Muenchen: Francke, 
1975), p. 9.

20 M. Heidegger, Ontology: The Hermeneutics of Facticity, trans. by J. van Buren 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), p. 17. Kindle ebook.
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I affirmed that Scheler was already a relevant figure during the time 
Hedeigger’s course took place, however he was rather disregarded. 
Heidegger explicitly refers to Scheler’s idea of the human being stressing 
that it ‘haphazardly’ and unwittingly depends on that traditional definition. 
This enduring anthropological tradition was born as a philosophical 
one, developed as a theological one, and finally, i.e. recently, has been 
‘neutralized into a consciousness of norms and values as such’.21 This 
means that, following Heidegger, this traditional anthropology is univocal 
and that it can be questioned as a whole since its definitions ‘are to be 
excluded in radical philosophical reflection on human being’.22 Indeed the 
anthropological question finds its origin only in a ‘positively ontological 
problematic’. Only if such origin is preserved we can avoid the traditional 
inaccurate approach to the abovementioned question.

From the concept of facticity of the 1923 Freiburg course up to Section 
One of Being and Time, Heidegger’s view on philosophical anthropology 
remains essentially unchanged. In Kant and the problem of Metaphysics 
(1929), his approach is definitely more explicit, also in regards to Scheler. 
Scheler is now considered as the advocate of the decisive urgency of the 
anthropological question, as well as the philosopher who has embarked 
on a dead-end path more than any other of his contemporaries. Heidegger 
then declares himself ready to show through deeply delving into Kant’s 
philosophy that the anthropological question can only escape its abstract 
generic nature by questioning the human finitude. However, this is not 
conceived as an anthropological feature but as that primal and inescapable 
situation which is the condition of the ‘manifestness of Being’. If the human 
being is such only ‘on the ground of the understanding of Being’ and if the 
human being ‘is the there [das Da], with the Being of which occurs the 
opening irruption into the being so that it can show itself as such for a 
self’, we cannot ignore that ‘more original than man is the finitude of the 
Dasein in him’. It is from here, from this ground that is more original than 
man, that human beings are enabled to open to themselves. The question 
concerning this ’ground’, then, must not ’in principle, be anthropological’. 
That is because ’all anthropology, even Philosophical Anthropology, has 
already assumed that man is man’.23 Such conclusion—the existential 
calibration of the problem of man—sheds light on the one and only way 
which is available to us according to Heidegger if our goal is to accurately 

21 Ibid., p. 22.
22 Ibid., p. 24.
23 M. Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, 5th edn, enlarged, transl. by 

R. Taft (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), p. 161. Kindle ebook.
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build a philosophical reflection on the human being. At the same time, 
such conclusion also reveals why Heidegger regards the philosophical 
anthropology of his times, including the one by Scheler, as non-critical and 
insufficient.

Heidegger’s course on The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics aims 
to clarify the unique and peculiar way of being of the Dasein: existence. 
A way of being that non-human animals do not possess: ‘a dog does not 
exist but merely lives’.24 Such a reflection on the human peculiarity and 
on its incommensurability with the (poor) life of animals emerges from 
the discovery that being able to form a world is possible because of that 
peculiar way of being of the Dasein, once more: existence—as formulated 
in the 1929-30 course on The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphisics,

In the preface to the second edition of Levels of Organic and the 
Human (1965), Helmuth Plessner highlights the detrimental impact that 
Heidegger’s ‘analysis of the mode of being specific to the human’ since 
Being and Time, as well as his orientation toward the aim of a fundamental 
ontology, had on the development of philosophical anthropology. Taking 
up on a remark by Löwith, which he seems to agree with, Plessner writes 
that 

disregarding the physical conditions of ‘existence’ was reasonable if his 
[Heidegger’s] aim was to use existence to show what is meant by ‘being’. This 
disregard only becomes ill-fated—and here indeed is the catch—if it justifies 
itself with and becomes linked to the claim that the mode of being of life, of 
body-bound life, is only accessible privatively, by way of existing Dasein’.25

In an essay published in 1973, Plessner explicitly writes about a ‘barring 
clause’ introduced by Heidegger to the near century long anthropological 
debate.26 A clause that has prevented philosophy from investigating other 
more promising paths in the field of anthropology. Moreover, in the preface 
to the second edition of Levels of Organic and the Human—it is important 
to note that the first edition of this essay was published in 1928—, Plessner 
clearly states: 

24 Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, p. 210.
25 Helmuth Plessner, Levels of Organic Life and the Human (Forms of Living), trans. 

by M. Hyatt (New York: Fordham University Press, 2019), p. xiii. Kindle ebook.
26 H. Plessner, Der Aussagewert einer Philosophischen Anthropologie, in 

Gesammelte Schriften in zehn Bänden, VIII (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
2003), p. 388.



132 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

The method, after all, ought not to triumph over the subject matter. Once 
one has become convinced of the impossibility of a free-floating dimension 
of existence, it becomes necessary to find a way to ground it. What might this 
foundation look like and what power does it have? How strong is its bond with 
the lived body? This is a justified question, as only embodied being can be in a 
mood or be afraid. Angels do not know fear. Even animals are subject to moods 
and to fear. The analysis of a free-floating existence, however, encounters no 
biological facts […]. It is for this reason that there is no path from Heidegger to 
philosophical anthropology, either before the turn or after it.27

We can now ask ourselves: 1) Is it possible to determine the nature of 
living entities if we only regard it as something affected by a deficiency 
in relation to the existence of the Dasein?; 2) Is it possible to accurately 
delineate the peculiar way of being of the Dasein (existence) regardless of 
its being alive? 

It is clearly a single, core question, looked at from two different sides. 
And such a (double) question seems to still resonate in the two critical 
observations MacIntyre poses to Heidegger’s approach to the problem of 
the essential difference between non-human and human animals.

4. The Natural Treasure of Human Life

Let us now return to MacIntyre. His critical observations against 
Heidegger highlight the rich variety of manifestations and behaviors in 
the animal world. This variety challenges the idea that ‘a single sharp line 
[...] between human beings and members of all nonhuman species’28 can be 
actually drawn. 

MacIntyre does not affirm that an anthropological difference cannot 
be. He states though that a fundamental common ground (‘continuity’, 
’resemblances’, ’commonality’) which links non-human animals to 
humans is hermeneutically evident.

The decisive passage is the one where MacIntyre—in opposition to 
Anthony Kenny’s view—advocates for the weaker approach (the one 
proposed by Thomas Aquinas and before him, by Aristotle) to be assumed 
when posing the following question: Do animals have reasons for action? 
Choosing to act makes possible to attribute a phronesis to non-human 
species, and attributing phronesis means acknowledging that such species 

27 Plessner, Levels of Organic Life and the Human, p. xiV.
28 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 50.
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are capable of practical judgment—which surely is very different from the 
one of humans, yet gives orientation to their actions.

There are two implications stemming from MacIntyre’s claims that 
are of particular interest. First of all, the discard of a radical dividing line 
between non-human and human animals, and instead the re-evaluation of 
the idea of ‘a scale or a spectrum rather than [...] a single line of division 
between “them” and “us”’.29 Second, the identification of a consistent and 
useful pre-reflective level in the exercise of human rationality. MacIntyre is 
explicit: Human reasons for acting are not reasons generated in a dimension 
of disembodied spirituality, indeed 

any exercise of the power to reflect on our reasons for action presupposes 
that we already have such reasons about which we can reflect, prior to our 
reflection. And for us human beings it is because we do have reasons for action 
prior to any reflection, the kinds of reason that we share with dolphins and 
chimpanzees, that we have an initial matter for reflection, a starting point for 
that transition to rationality which a mastery of some of the complexities of 
language use can provide. Did we not share such reasons with dolphins and 
chimpanzees we would not have arrived at that starting point and a denial 
that we have such reasons would render the transition to specifically human 
rationality unintelligible.30 

Such reasons—we could describe them as natural—are defined by 
MacIntyre as ‘animal preconditions for human rationality’.31 It is interesting 
to compare MacIntyre’s considerations on these preconditions with 
German philosopher Robert Spaemann’s ones. Spaemann has formulated a 
philosophical personalism which is grounded in a persistent rehabilitation 
of the positive and inescapable role of the teleological concept of nature.

It is this very teleologically oriented nature the common ground shared 
by human and non-human living beings. In one of his earliest essays, 
Spaemann writes: 

there is always something already there before we come to be and to act. 
And this something that is already there has got [...] the characteristic of the 
arché, of the powerful beginning which in advance has already decided about 
what can be made and what can happen [...] any making of ours can just be 
changing what is already there. [...] But under another respect anything we 
do and produce presupposes something by-nature: agents themselves, in 

29 Ibid., p. 57.
30 Ibid., p. 56.
31 Ibid., p. 57.
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their being (and wanting)-so-and-not-differently, are not just the product of 
themselves or of someone else’s making.32

If we do not take into consideration this crucial and oriented antecedent, 
we lack a fundamental element for the comprehension of our peculiar 
being and praxis. If we can only access the concept of life negatively, from 
that of conscious life, such concept cannot however be identified with 
the awareness of it. Such awareness is a mere awareness of objects. The 
example advanced by Spaemann is simple: 

[when I feel hungry] it is not any hunger that I discover and appropriate 
as I become aware of it, [...] what I discover is that I am the one who had this 
hunger, even before I was aware of it. Only of my hunger, mine from the outset, 
can I become aware.33 

The spiritual potential of a human being requires the reclaim of the 
essential and constitutive role of life and of its teleological orientation, ‘for 
conscious life is conscious of itself as life, first of all, not as consciousness. 
That means it is present as a drive before it is consciously present; its 
consciousness—of itself, that is—comes later’.34

According to Spaemann, the fact we can access the concept of life only 
negatively does not mean that it is deducible from something different 
from it. The concept of life is primal, but the only way we can access 
life itself is when encountering a conscious living being. We cannot refute 
the teleological structure which these beings experience in themselves, 
otherwise we would not be able to understand human life in its entire 
richness and potential.35

Spaemann shares Plessner’s idea that human beings are characterised by 
an essential eccentricity, and that this is what essentially differentiates them 
from animals, which on the other hand are centered in their environment. 
(MacIntyre would not agree.) The structure of intentional acts which 
human beings can perform shows their peculiar place in the hierarchy of 
living beings, their capability to practice that view which Nagel has called 
‘view from nowhere’. The ‘view from nowhere’ allows human beings not 

32 Robert Spaemann, Natur (1973), in Philosophische Essays, (Stuttgart: Reclam, 
1994), p. 21.

33 Robert Spaemann, Persons. The Difference between ‘Someone’ and ‘Something’, 
trans. by O. O’Donovan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 55.

34 Ibid., p. 137.
35 Cf. Robert Spaemann, Zum Begriff des Lebens (1994), in Schritte über uns hinaus 

II (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 2011), pp. 83-84.
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just to take leave from what-is-just-for me, but also to ask themselves the 
question about the thing-in-itself. Human will is not just stiffened in the 
simple and solipsistic exercise of the orders of the survival instinct or of the 
principle of well-being. On the contrary, human reason consists 

in an opening up of an unconditioned dimension, that is, of a horizon which 
is, of its essence, not relative to the interests of an animate being or of a natural 
species, but rather allows all finite interests to be relativized in an essentially 
infinite horizon.36

The horizon of being which human reason can generate and the human 
longing for unconditional good will break the ‘self-referentiality’ of our 
animal dimension, and at the same time will relativise ‘our own selves into 
being one among others’.37 

Nevertheless—and this is what I believe shows the possibility of an 
interesting connection between MacIntyre’s and Spaemann’s positions—, 
according to Spaemann, the personality of the human being is formed 
inside and not outside the relationship with his living nature. It is formed in 
the decision to respond to the call of that eccentric position which belongs 
to it precisely because of a reason that is telos and human physis. Therefore 
our rational dignity is shown, above all, in taking a position on the tensions 
which constitute us before the fullness of our conscious life. This decision 
is certainly a fracture in our instinctual structure (Spaemann references 
the Platonic metanoia in this regard). However, the acknowledgment of 
ourselves and of others depends on that natural tension and the decision 
on it.

There are definitely other interesting consonances between Spaemann’s 
and MacIntyre’s ethics, but it will not be possible to examine them in this 
paper.

36 Robert Spaemann, Happiness and Benevolence, trans. by J. Alberg (Edinburgh: 
T&T Clark, 2000), p. 84.

37 Ibid., p. 89.
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MACINTYRE’S ANTHROPOLOGICAL 
VULNERABILITY BETWEEN E.F. KITTAY 

AND KENNY’S AQUINAS 

1. MacIntyre’s Thought on Vulnerability and the Role of the Contexts of 
Philosophising 

‘Dependence’ and ‘vulnerability’ are among the key notions of 
MacIntyre’s Dependent Rational Animals. Their definition found in such 
work is coherent with the one delineated in his previous publications, 
but their extensive use suggests a new stage in MacIntyre’s thought and 
his decennial investigation on the relevance of moral virtues. From a 
theoretical viewpoint, vulnerability could be used as a heuristic category 
to analyse thoroughly the notion of virtue. From an historical viewpoint, 
it implies taking a closer look to the sources MacIntyre refers to. In 
this contribution I will focus on the second perspective and particularly 
concentrate on two scholars who are relevant for MacIntyre’s argument. 
The first one is a contemporary philosopher, Eva Feder Kittay, whose 
Love’s Labor can be considered as the genuine source of MacIntyre’s 
notion of dependency. Then, I will discuss how MacIntyre ascribes his 
peculiar notion of vulnerability to Aquinas, paying thoughtful attention to 
his appreciation for Anthony Kenny’s Aquinas on Mind and to the primary 
role of language. Following the Wittgensteinian Thomists, MacIntyre 
reads Aquinas’s position on pre-linguistic communicative forms and on 
the irreducibility of rational language in regard to its propositional level.

My approach highlights the relevance of the history of philosophy in 
MacIntyre’s speculation. As it is well known, William K. Frankena has 
denied such relevance raising methodological and meta-philosophical 
questions.1 In the Postscript to the second edition of After Virtue. A 

1 ‘What bothers me is not distinguishing [history from philosophy] or giving the 
impression that a historical inquiry can establish a philosophical point, as 
MacIntyre seems to do. [...] I can, if I have the right conceptual equipment, 
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Study in Moral Theory, MacIntyre rejects Frankena’s critical remarks: 
According to MacIntyre, affirming that philosophy is one thing and 
history is another is rather misleading. From an historical point of view, 
he remembers that

analytic philosophers, as represented by Rorty and Lewis and indeed by 
Frankena, seem to be determined to go on considering arguments as objects 
of investigation in abstraction from the social and historical contexts of 
activity and enquiry in which they are or were at home and from which they 
characteristically derive their particular import.2 

In dialogue with the different intellectual contexts peculiar to Kittay 
and to Aquinas, and in order to propose a new anthropological paradigm, 
MacIntyre affirms that the history of morality and the history of moral 
philosophy are a single history.3

2. Kittay’s Notion of Vulnerability

In his philosophical anthropology MacIntyre makes an extensive use 
of the notion of vulnerability, which is explicitly mentioned in the titles 
of the first (Vulnerability, dependence, animality) and of the seventh 
(Vulnerability, flourishing, goods, and ‘good’) chapters of Dependent 
Rational Animals. This notion can be considered as a specification 
within the semantic field of ‘dependence’, and it is quite characteristic 
of contemporary philosophy. Its novelty and its interdisciplinary 
flexibility are proportional to its ambiguity.4 The main source of 
MacIntyre is Eva Feder Kittay. He mentions the philosopher only twice, 
but with great respect and gratitude. In particular, MacIntyre thanks 

understand what the view is without seeing it as the result of a historical 
development; and, so far as I can see, I can also assess its status as true or false or 
rational to believe without seeing it as such an outcome. Indeed, MacIntyre’s own 
arguments against emotivism are drawn from analytical philosophy; and his claim 
that modern attempts to justify morality fail and had to fail is a claim that can be 
established only by analytical philosophy, not by some kind of history’ (William 
K. Frankena, ‘MacIntyre and Modern Morality’, Ethics, 93 (1983), pp. 579–580). 

2 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue. A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), pp. 267–268.

3 Ibid., p. 268.
4 See Vulnerabilità. Analisi interdisciplinare di un concetto, ed. by Orsetta Giolo 

and Baldassare Pastore (Roma: Carocci, 2018).
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her5 for reading his drafts of Dependent Rational Animals and regards 
her forthcoming book as an important focus for future discussion.6 
Kittay’s Love’s Labor: Essays on Women, Equality and Dependency  
was published in the same year of Dependent Rational Animals. It is 
a collection of previous articles which MacIntyre quotes accurately in 
a footnote. Kittay is listed among (1) the authors of feminist theories; 
(2) the pioneers of disability studies; (3) the promoters of the ethics of 
care; (4) the opponents to Rawl’s neo-contractualism in the same line 
as Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum.7 

In Love’s Labor Kittay proposes a new anthropological paradigm. 
Similarly to other feminist scholars, she examines how corporeal and 
biological peculiarities mediate daily activities so that self-identification 
and social experience affect each other. In this way she infers that the 
contingency of our bodies determines not only our human nature, but also 
our social relationships, suggesting that this must inform any political 
action. Her motto is ‘we are all some mother’s child’.8 Kittay underlines 
that human independence is not an original position but, at the utmost, an 
ideal condition which is linked to an ontological dependency manifested 
in the relations of care. Reflecting on childhood, illness, disability and old 
age, she adds:

these are unassailable facts about human existence. While conditioned in 
fundamentally significant ways by cultural considerations, dependency for 
humans is as unavoidable as birth and death are for all living organisms. We 
may even say that the long maturation process of humans, combined with the 
decidedly human capacities for moral feeling and attachment, make caring for 
dependents a mark of our humanity.9

This quotation shows two relevant points peculiar to Kittay’s 
conception of vulnerability compared to the standard view exemplified by 

5 See Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals. Why Human Beings Need 
the Virtues (Peru: Carus, 2009), p. XII.

6 Ibid., p. 3.
7 See Maria Zanichelli, Persone prima che disabili. Una riflessione sull’handicap 

tra giustizia ed etica (Brescia: Queriniana, 2012) and ‘Paradigmi di giustizia alla 
prova della disabilità’, Rivista di Filosofia del Diritto, 1 (2013), pp. 205–226. 

8 Eva F. Kittay, Love’s Labor. Essays on Women, Equality, and Dependency (New 
York: Routledge, 1999), p. 19. 

9 Ibid., p. 29.
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Martha Fineman.10 First, dependency is not only biological; second, the 
consciousness and the taking care of our vulnerability concerns our global 
flourishing as moral subjects or, which is the same, as human beings. Both 
these points become the key themes of the first chapter of MacIntyre’s 
Dependent Rational Animals:

it will be a central thesis of this book that the virtues that we need, if we 
are to develop from our initial animal condition into that of independent 
rational agents, and the virtues that we need, if we are to confront and respond 
to vulnerability and disability both in ourselves and in the others, belong to 
one and the same set  of virtues, the distinctive virtues of dependent rational 
animals, whose dependence, rationality and animality have to be understood in 
relationship to each other.11 

This anthropological claim is very close to Kittay’s conception of the 
individual as a transparent self, i.e., a person who empathically feels the 
needs of other people and responds to them without considering their effort 
as a supererogatory action. This implies a new moral approach in which the 
virtue of justice itself has lost its central role:

the character of the moral self, the asymmetry of the relationship, the 
partiality of its participants, and its nonvoluntary nature make the moral 
demands of the dependency relationship more amenable to an ethic of care 
than to a rights-based or a utilitarian-based morality. An ethic of care regards 
the moral subject as inherently relational. It understands moral reasoning to 
be contextual and responsive rather than a calculus performed on rights or 
utilities. And an ethic of care centers not on impartial judgements, but on 
judgements partial to participants within a care relation. While a long history 
attaches to the moral claims in an ethic where the first virtue is justice, the 
source of moral claims in an ethics of care has not been made sufficiently 
explicit.12

The care ethics suggested by Kittay13 is founded on an anthropological 
model which departs from the liberal and utilitarian paradigms implicitly 
informing our minds:

10 See Martha A. Fineman, The Neutered Mother, the Sexual Family and other 
Twentieth Century Tragedies (New York: Routledge, 1995) and The Autonomy 
Myth. A Theory of Dependency (New York: New York Press, 2004).

11 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 5.
12 Kittay, Love’s Labor, pp. 53-54.
13 Among her sources see Robert E. Goodin, Protecting the Vulnerable (Chicago: 

Chicago University Press, 1985).
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the transparency of this self is placed in stark contrast to the self of the liberal 
tradition of rights and utilities. The self of the liberal tradition is a rationally 
self-interested agency, rather than an agency in the service of the interests of 
another.14

MacIntyre too affirms that the history of Western philosophy from Plato 
to Moore15 seems to ignore the relevance of human vulnerabilities and 
afflictions. In order to give a reliable explanation of the human condition, 
he searches for an alternative history. 

3. Aquinas, or rather a Wittgensteinian Thomist

In Dependent Rational Animals MacIntyre presents three theses.16 He 
shifts from a radical difference between animals and human beings to the 
relevance of what they have in common; from the individual autonomy 
to the role of dependency virtues; and from the political ideal of self-
sufficiency to the features that promote the flourishing of a good human 
life. MacIntyre appeals to the Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition to sustain 
these arguments, and declares to be willing to turn ‘Aristotle against 
Aristotle, sometimes with the aid of Aquinas’.17 In order to understand 
this shift, it is useful to recall the appreciation of Aquinas found in the 
Prologue to the third edition of After Virtue:

when I wrote After Virtue, I was already an Aristotelian, but not yet a 
Thomist, something made plain in my account of Aquinas at the end of 
chapter 13. I became a Thomist after writing After Virtue in part because I 
became convinced that Aquinas was in some respects a better Aristotelian than 
Aristotle, that not only was he an excellent interpreter of Aristotle’s texts, but 
that he had been able to extend and deepen both Aristotle’s metaphysical and 
his moral enquiries.18

In After Virtue Macintyre tries to present the case for a broadly Aristotelian 
account of the virtues without employing or appealing to what he calls 
‘Aristotle’s metaphysical biology’. However, he learns from Aquinas 
that his own attempt to provide an account of the human ‘good’ purely in 

14 Kittay, Love’s Labor, p. 52.
15 See MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 1.
16 Ibid., pp. 8–9.
17 Ibid., p. 8.
18 MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. x–xi.
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social terms (i.e., in terms of practices, traditions, and the narrative unity 
of human lives) is bound to be inadequate unless a metaphysical grounding 
is provided. It is only because human beings have an end towards which 
they are directed by their specific nature that practices and traditions can 
function as they do. Thus, MacIntyre becomes aware of having presupposed 
the truth of the account of the concept of good which Aquinas presents in 
question five in the first part of the Summa Theologiae. He also recognises 
that his conception of human beings as virtuous or vicious needs not only a 
metaphysical but also a biological grounding, however not an Aristotelian 
one:

this I provided a good deal later in Dependent Rational Animals, where I 
argued that the moral significance of the animality of human beings, of rational 
animals, can only be understood if our kinship to some species of not yet 
rational animals is recognized. And in the same book I was also able to give 
a better account of the content of the virtues by identifying what he called the 
virtues of acknowledged dependence.19

These developments in MacIntyre’s thought are the outcome of his 
reflections on Aquinas’s texts and on commentaries on those texts by 
contemporary Thomistic writers. In this historiographical effort, MacIntyre 
was also influenced by Ludwig Wittgenstein.20 In the sixth chapter of 
Dependent Rational Animals, this strange interaction between Aquinas and 
Wittgenstein becomes clear. MacIntyre quotes Kenny’s Aquinas on Mind 
and faces the question of the role of language in understanding human nature 
and in particular human action. In this case as well, he is harking back to 
an entire current of contemporary thought: The so called ‘Wittgensteinian 
Thomism’.21 Peter Geach, whom MacIntyre quotes as one of his masters, 
and his wife Elizabeth Anscombe, who founded her philosophical theory 
of action on the notion of intention, belong to this current. The key thesis of 
Wittgensteinian Thomism is that human morality coincides with the human 
ability to reply to the why-questions. Starting from this presupposition of 
the linguistic nature of morality, Kenny questions Aquinas’s position on 

19 Ibid., p. xi.
20 See ‘An Interview with Giovanna Borradori’, in The MacIntyre Reader, ed. by 

Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1998), p. 257. 
21 See Marco Damonte, ‘An Historiographical Label, Its Evidence, Its 

Misunderstanding and Its Future: Wittgensteinian Thomism’, Lexicon 
Philosophicum. International Journal for the History of Texts and Ideas, 6 (2018), 
pp.199–213.
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this matter. Commenting the Summa Theologiae, I-II, 6, 2 (not 3 as he 
declares!), Kenny affirms that

Aquinas is not denying that animals act for the sake of ends, or that they 
are aware of their goals; he is denying that they are aware of them as goals. 
Similarly, he is not denying that they aim at goals by doing things in order to 
achieve them; but he denies that this is a choice of means to ends.22

 Voluntariness presupposes an internal origin for action and some 
knowledge of the end. Aquinas emphasises, just as Kenny does, the 
importance of language in connection with human willing. In several 
instances, Kenny closely connects freedom and self-reflection. Animals 
lack language, self-consciousness, and the capacity for rational choice. 
As MacIntyre highlights, Aquinas is actually more moderate than Kenny 
because he affirms that animals’ actions are voluntary—even if only in a 
moderate sense of the word ‘voluntary’. Kenny’s aim is to rescue Aquinas 
from Frederick C. Copleston’s interpretation and to make Aquinas’ 
position exempt from Gilbert Ryle’s criticism against internalism 
expressed in The Concept of Mind. Kenny reflects on the meaning of the 
word actus:

it is misleading to take the Latin word actus to refer necessarily to an act, 
whether interior or exterior. The Latin word need not mean any sort of action 
at all; it is the term for ‘actualisation’ as opposed to ‘potentiality’. Being hot or 
being square would be an actus, and neither of these is a momentary episode of 
the kind suggested by the expression ‘interior act’. Aquinas often speaks of an 
actus voluntatis, a volition, as being an inclination, a tendency or disposition 
rather than an episode.23

Kenny goes on interpreting the distinction between actus eliciti and 
actus imperatus:

when Aquinas says that actus eliciti are ‘unmediated exercises of the 
will’, he is not referring to mythical acts of pure willing; he means merely 
that when we describe someone as wanting something, or intending to do 
something, or delighting in something, we are merely recording the state 
of his will, and not saying anything about his talent, skills, abilities or 
the exercises of his other faculties. When Aquinas says that every actus 
imperatus has its origins in an actus elicitus, he need mean no more than the 

22 Anthony Kenny, Aquinas on Mind (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 82.
23 Ibid., p. 85.
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truism that if you do something voluntarily you do it because you in some 
sense want to do it.24

MacIntyre shares Kenny’s criticism of internalism, but not Kenny’s 
view of animals. In the forms of life peculiar to the rational non-human 
animals, MacIntyre identifies non-linguistic communicative forms or, 
better, pre-linguistic ones, thanks to which it is possible to express 
something voluntarily. Moreover, MacIntyre seems to be closer to 
Aquinas than Kenny when he states that language cannot be reduced 
to propositional language (judgement), and that phronesis must be 
appreciated analogically. MacIntyre marks the difference between the 
reasons for action that some non-human rational animals have and the 
reasons that language-using reflective human beings have. Therefore, 
such non-human rational animals have peculiar reasons for acting as 
they do. Having showed that the Thomistic premises legitimate this 
weaker conclusion, but not its strong version, is of utmost relevance:

it is because any exercise of the power to reflect on our reasons for action 
presupposes that we already have such reasons about which we can reflect, 
prior to our reflection. And for us human beings it is because we do have 
reasons for action prior to any reflection, the kinds of reason that we share 
with dolphins and chimpanzees, that we have an initial matter for reflection, 
a starting point for that transition to rationality which a mastery of some of 
the complexities of language use can provide […]. In early childhood, that 
is to say, human beings have not yet made the transition from being only 
potentially rational animals to being actually rational animals. […] The first 
step in this transition takes place when a child becomes able to consider the 
suggestion that the good to the achievement of which it is presently directed 
by its animal nature is inferior to some other alternative good and that this 
latter good therefore provides a better reason for action than does the good at 
which the child has been aiming.25

 As we have seen, childhood is an emblematic condition of vulnerability.26 
Therefore we can affirm that for MacIntyre vulnerability constitutes the 
starting point of moral agency, before the use of language and the exercise 
of self-consciousness.

24 Ibid., p. 86.
25 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 56.
26 For this connection see ibid., p. 91.
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4. Towards a Better Insight into Dependent Rational Animals

MacIntyre’s philosophical anthropology presented in Dependent 
Rational Animals can be considered as an original development of Kittay’s 
position, supplemented with some Wittgensteinian-Thomist integrations 
based on the notion of virtue. MacIntyre shares with them the refusal of the 
individualistic modern anthropologies and the replacement of these with an 
alternative paradigm:

both dolphins and humans have animal identities and animal histories. 
Human beings are able on occasion to ignore or to conceal from themselves 
this fact, perhaps by thinking of themselves instead as Lockean persons 
or Cartesian minds or even as Platonic souls [...]. But, unlike dolphins, 
they also have the possibility of understanding their animal identity through 
time from conception to death and with it their need at different past and 
future stages of life for the care of others, that is, as those who, having 
received care, will be from time to time called upon to give care, and who, 
having given, will from time to time themselves once more be in need of 
care by and from others.27

The relevance of the two sources of Dependent Rational Animals let 
us better appreciate the development of MacIntyre’s thought. His use of 
Kittay’s notion of vulnerability clarifies his references to disabled people 
and prevents his readers from stopping at the mere biological level of 
this notion.28 His references to Aquinas lead us to give an ontological 
prominence to his ethics and to focus on the ‘initiation into those habits 
that are the virtues’.29

In conclusion, Dependent Rational Animals can be considered as a 
masterpiece of method. On one hand, it allows us to appreciate the four 
maxims of philosophising explicitly proposed by Kittay, but also consistent 
with Aquinas’s approach: epistemic responsibility; epistemic modesty; 
humility; accountability.30 On the other hand, the approach of MacIntyre 

27 Ibid., pp. 82–83.
28 See Damiano Simoncelli, ‘Futuro della vulnerabilità e vulnerabilità del futuro: 

sulla vulnerabilità della razionalità pratica secondo Alasdair MacIntyre’, in 
L’etica nel futuro, ed. by Luigi Alici and Francesco Miano (Napoli: Orthotes, 
2020), pp. 217-25.

29 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 88.
30 See Eva F. Kittay, ‘The Ethics of Philosophizing: Ideal Theory and the Exclusion 

of People with Severe Cognitive Disabilities’, in Feminist Ethics and Social and 
Political Philosophy: Theorizing the Non-Ideal, ed. by Lisa Tessman (Heidelberg: 
Springer, 2009), pp. 121-46.
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seems to appeal to the ‘principle of recursivity’,31 a historiographical 
principle which characterises the analytic field32 developed by Anscombe33 

and Kenny34.

31 See Hans-Johann Glock, What is Analytic Philosophy? (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008), pp. 89-114.

32 Roger Pouivet (‘Aquinas on Knowledge and Virtue Epistemology’ <http://
poincare.univ-nancy2.fr/Presentation/?contentId=1512> [accessed 20 December 
2021], p. 1) formulated this principle as follows: ‘we are very often unable to 
understand what a philosopher of earlier times said if we simply read him 
attentively with some knowledge of his historical context. There must also be 
something in the philosophy of our time that makes this philosopher understandable 
by us. In a sense, we cannot understand a philosopher if we do not rediscover his 
thought for ourselves, even when this rediscovery could help us to give adequate 
form to our own thoughts.’ See also Roger Pouivet, Philosophie contemporaine 
(Paris: PUF, 2008), pp. 69-96; Marco Damonte, ‘Un contributo alla storiografia 
della filosofia analitica’, Analisi. Annuario della Società Italiana di Filosofia 
Analitica 2011 (Milano: Mimesis, 2011), ed. by Richard Davies, pp. 331-342. 

33 See Marco Damonte, ‘Anscombe and the History of Philosophy: The Case of 
Aristotle’, Philosophical News, 18 (2019), pp. 9-26.

34 See Marco Damonte, ‘La storia della filosofia secondo Anthony Kenny’, Studia 
Philosophica, 76 (2017), pp. 205-220.



dario Mazzola

ARISTOTELIAN ETHICS AND  
DARWINIAN BIOLOGY

Perspectives on Human Nature1

1. Introduction

Alasdair MacIntyre’s sweeping critique of Enlightenment and post-
Enlightenment moral theories is epitomised by the title of the fifth chapter 
of After Virtue, ‘Why the Enlightenment Project of Justifying Morality Had 
to Fail’.2 MacIntyre does not consider the theories of the Enlightenment, 
nor their contemporary descendants, to be able to provide sufficiently valid 
and specific moral guidance for human practices. When he is appreciative 
of an element of modern and contemporary philosophies, he often notices 
what they have in common with Aristotelian or otherwise classical moral 
theory.3 Despite its complexity, and MacIntyre’s iterations that his theory 
does not entail the discarding of substantive moral and political injunctions 
such as fundamental human rights, MacIntyre’s account has been accused 
of inadequacy in the face of obscurantism and fanaticism.4 

1 I would like to thank Sante Maletta and Damiano Simoncelli for patiently 
collaborating on this article and book. I would also like to thank all the participants 
to the ISME 2020 Conference, and particularly Andrius Bielskis, Sergei Talanker, 
and Jeevan Mendonsa. While I could not find space for all their insightful 
comments in this version of the article, they greatly contributed to the development 
of this research. 

2 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), p. 51.

3 MacIntyre’s appreciation for John Stuart Mill is especially illustrative: ‘It is 
significant that Mill took Aristotle to be a “moderate utilitarian” and that this was 
also how he would have described his own position.’ (‘Intractable Moral 
Disagreements’, in Intractable Disputes about the Natural Law: Alasdair 
MacIntyre and Critics, ed. by Lawrence S. Cunningham (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2009), p. 50).

4 See for example the sweeping critique by Kristin Shrader-Frechette, ‘Natural 
Rights and Human Vulnerability: Aquinas, MacIntyre, and Rawls’, in Thomas 
Aquinas, ed. by John Inglis (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 99-124. 
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Yet MacIntyre is everything but averse to science in general. His main 
argument in After Virtue is grounded in contemporary philosophy of 
science in fundamental respects.5 As part of his interest in and respect for 
the advancements of science, MacIntyre accepts that Aristotle’s cosmic 
teleology generally is to be discarded despite his recovery of Aristotle’s 
moral framework. Coherently, in Dependent Rational Animals he couples 
such acknowledgment with the recognition of the indispensability of 
biology, both human and comparative, to moral and political theory: 
‘Although there is indeed good reason to repudiate important elements in 
Aristotle’s biology, I now judge that I was in error in supposing an ethics 
independent of biology to be possible’.6 

It seems to follow that the biology one should take into consideration 
would be the one described through the evolutionary paradigm embraced 
by contemporary scientists in practical unanimity. Yet in MacIntyre’s most 
recent book, the very word ‘biology’ does not appear more than a handful 
of times and only once is ‘biological evolution’ mentioned, when critically 
reviewing Allan Gibbard’s moral theory.7 The book does nonetheless refer 
to biology and even zoology more at large, when defining the objective 
meaning of ‘flourishing’ for animals and plants as observed and described 
by science, as well as the objectivity of the conditions and preconditions 
for such flourishing.8 Still, inquiries that have been influenced by 
MacIntyre’s own account are correspondingly sparing in their references to 
contemporary biology and to the recently emerging school of ‘evolutionary 
ethics’,9 with an exception to be recalled below.

5 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative and the 
Philosophy of Science’, in The Tasks of Philosophy : Selected Essays, vol. 1 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 3–21; the influence of philosophy 
of science is unearthed in Sante Maletta, Biografia della ragione. Saggio sulla 
filosofia politica di MacIntyre (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2007) and 
Christopher S. Lutz, Reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue (New York-
London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2012) among others.

6 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (Chicago: Open Court, 1999), p. x. 

7 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflict of Modernity. An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), p. 20. 

8 This happens first in section 1.4: ibid. p. 24. 
9 As I explain later in the text, in this article I mostly refer to the versions of 

evolutionary ethics put forward by Larry Arnhart and Steven Pinker. The reader 
can find relatively recent presentations and overviews of this quickly growing 
field in Evolutionary Ethics, ed. by Neil Levy, 3vols (London: Routledge,  2010); 
The Cambridge Handbook of Evolutionary Ethics, ed. by Michael Ruse and 
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In general, this lack of attention might have been sustained by 
MacIntyre’s critical association of evolutionary ethics with the morality of 
modernity, or ‘Morality’, as he calls it: 

It is noteworthy that in the period in which Morality becomes the dominant 
morality the concepts of egoism and altruism move to a more central place in 
the discussions of moral philosophers and that later on, when twentieth-century 
biologists who identify morality with Morality try to explain the emergence 
of morality in evolutionary terms, they identify the problem of explaining the 
emergence of morality with that of explaining the emergence of altruism.10  

In this article, I delve deeper into such questions—that is, the possible 
relationship between evolutionary ethics and MacIntyre’s Aristotelian-
Thomism—through the following steps. First, I explain what evolutionary 
ethics is, briefly and generally. Secondly, I recall the merger of Darwinian 
and Aristotelian theories attempted by Larry Arnhart,11 including its 
reference to important aspects of MacIntyre’s critique of modern philosophy. 
Thirdly, I evaluate the advancements in MacIntyre’s thought after the 
publication of Arnhart’s book and argue that they make the encounter 
with evolutionary ethics and biology even more significant. Fourthly, 
I identify an issue on which evolutionary ethics and MacIntyre’s ethical 
theory of desire show an important convergence: that is, the plurality of 
desires and of the corresponding goods, and the problem of their ordering. 
Fifthly, I insist on this point by making the example of monogamy and 
showing how Arnhart’s reconstruction of a Thomist account exemplifies a 

Robert J. Richards (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Evolutionary 
Moral Realism, ed. by John Collier and Michael Sting (Routledge: London, 
2019); William FitzPatrick,  ‘Morality and Evolutionary Biology’, The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by  Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2021 Edition), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/entries/morality-biology/  [last 
accessed 31/03/2022]; Empirically Engaged Evolutionary Ethics, ed. by Helen 
De Cruz and Johan De Smedt (New York: Springer, 2021); see also the special 
issue ‘Rethinking the Sources of Normativity’, ed. by Andreas Funke and Roberto 
Redaelli, Etica & Politica / Ethics & Politics, 2 (2021), and especially the essay 
by Richard Wrangham therein. For an example of a critical appraisal of some 
recurring philosophical problems in evolutionary ethics, see Paul Lawrence 
Farber, The Temptations of Evolutionary Ethics (University of California Press: 
Berkeley, 1998). See also Arnart’s replies in his ‘Review of The Temptations of 
Evolutionary Ethics’, Politics and the Life Sciences, 18 (1999), pp. 132-134.

10 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 115. 
11 Larry Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right: The Biological Ethics of Human Nature 

(New York: SUNY University Press, 1998). 
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convergence between Thomism and evolutionary ethics. Sixthly, I identify 
some limitations in the resources evolutionary ethics can provide. Finally, 
I draw general conclusions for a future research program about MacIntyre, 
Aristotelian Thomism, and evolutionary ethics. 

2. The Contemporary Empirical Science of Morals: Evolutionary Ethics

In short, evolutionary ethics can be regarded as the view that 
contemporary evolutionary science can explain and—depending on the 
specific account—sustain ethics. In other words, the is of the philo- and 
ontogenesis of human beings translates into the ought of moral, social, 
and legal norms, with the bridge between the two being evolutionary 
ethics. Again, depending on the specific account, evolutionary ethics can 
claim sufficiency in arguing for the reduction of the normative to human 
nature, as discovered by biology together with empirical anthropology and 
psychology. However, other evolutionary ethicists defend the possibility or 
even the necessity of a ‘leap’ through which human beings would transcend 
the ethical limitations dictated by biology.12 Historically, the main source of 
such a school of thought is Charles Darwin. Critics and supporters identify 
three waves of evolutionary ethics:13 The origins, at the times of Darwin 
and Charles Spencer; the reassertion of evolutionary ethics in the first half 
of the 20th Century by the like of Julian Huxley and C. H. Waddington; and 
the breakthrough brought about by the publication of Edward O. Wilson’s 
Sociobiology.14 Wilson was a myrmecologist: his 1975 book caused a 
sensation for basically arguing that the mechanisms and causes explaining 
the behavior of ants—including social behavior and self-sacrifice—could 
reasonably be extended to explain that of humans. 

As this is not a historical overview, I take my point of departure precisely 
from Wilson’s theory and its successors. I also generally agree with 
Farber’s claim that the main philosophical questions raised by evolutionary 

12 There are several instances of such ‘leap’: it is perhaps emblematic that 
evolutionary ethicists trace a stream of ‘moral utopianism’ already in the thought 
of Darwin: see Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right, p. 143. 

13 Cf. Farber, The Temptations.
14 The three waves are identified and discussed by Farber, The Temptations. Arnhart 

substantially agrees on the timeline, even if he criticises the shallowness and lack 
of details of Farber’s account. Edward O. Wilson, Sociobiology: The New 
Synthesis (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975) is standardly 
considered to be the precursor to contemporary accounts. 
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ethics usually remain the same, independently from the historical waves as 
well as from the specific version, that is, the idea that human morality can 
develop beyond or even despite biological tendencies—for instance, for the 
purpose of general and external criticism, it makes little difference whether 
the evolutionary ethicists argue in favor of a selection of individual genes 
or entire genomes. It would instead make a difference if the evolutionary 
ethicists supported a transcendent view of morals. However, I do not take 
into consideration ethicists of the latter sort, as in that case the debate would 
have to revolve around the specific theory they put forward to sustain such 
transcendent morality. Here, I focus on the claim that morality can and 
should be explained entirely in the light of evolutionary biology.

Steven Pinker’s claims are very close to this. Pinker, an evolutionary 
psychologist, criticises the ‘modern denial of human nature’.15 He rejects 
radical cultural relativism, and by drawing from Wilson and contemporary 
cultural anthropology, he shows the recurrence of tendencies and behaviors 
across cultures and explains them in the light of evolutionary biology. Based 
on an extended and substantial list of such cultural or Human Universals,16 
as well as on the evolutionary theory that can summarise them, Pinker 
defends a substantial account of morality which largely coincides with the 
standard American liberalism of the time. 

3. Darwin Meets Aristotle (and MacIntyre): Larry Arnhart’s Darwinian 
Natural Right

Similar substantial conclusions are drawn by Larry Arnhart in his example 
of evolutionary ethics, however in a broader way. In agreement with Pinker 
and other evolutionary ethicists, Arnhart claims that the universal needs 
and desires dictated by human biology, as well as the tendencies posited by 
evolutionary theory, explain and sustain morality. While he tends toward 
a conservative attitude of the kind of classical liberalism, Arnhart shares 
with Pinker a defense of the cornerstone of societally accepted morality: 
rights to propriety; bodily integrity and security; the importance of family; 
etc. He thinks of human sociability as stemming from parental attachment, 

15 Steven Pinker, The Blank Slate. The Modern Denial of Human Nature (New York: 
Penguin, 2002). 

16 Donald Brown, Human Universals (New York: McGraw Hill, 1991): the book is 
approvingly cited by Pinker and the list of universals is reproduced in the appendix 
to The Blank Slate.
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which in turn directly derives from the tendency to safeguard one’s genome, 
as postulated by Darwinian and post-Darwinian theories. 

Philosophically, Arnhart defends an integration of the Darwinian 
paradigm with a revised version of Aristotelianism. The possibility of such 
convergence had already been stressed by Roger D. Masters in his review 
of Wilson’s Sociobiology:17

Wilson’s work marks the beginning of a return to a tradition as old as 
Aristotle, in which cultural and historical variations in human politics are 
illuminated by an understanding of the natural origins and constraints of social 
behavior. If nothing else, therefore, Wilson’s work should be required reading 
for political theorists who have forgotten that man is truly a ‘political animal.’ 

In his synthesis, Arnhart barely takes into consideration MacIntyre’s 
version of Aristotelianism, which at that time was still to evolve importantly. 
Nonetheless, Arnhart is influenced by MacIntyre’s lesson on Hume18. 
The impact of MacIntyre is thus crucial anyway: Arnhart comes to reject 
the is/ought distinction and to assume an Aristotelian/Humean outlook 
within which human sentiments—regularly dictated by universal human 
nature although declined according to culture, character, circumstances, 
and beliefs—, generate moral choices and behavior. Arnhart’s account is 
notable in stating, again in agreement with Pinker, that nothing else but 
a scientific understanding of human evolutionary biology is needed to 
explain and sustain morality. Crucially, Arnhart bases his theory on the 
assumption that, while Aristotelian cosmic teleology is to be discarded, 
contemporary biology embraces ‘immanent’ teleology as grounded in the 
natural selection of self-preserving tendencies in living beings:

Yet, I would argue, far from refuting Aristotle’s teleology, modern biology 
confirms living nature’s irreducible potential for form. If Aristotle’s teleology 
is, as one commentator on Aristotle’s Physics says, ‘nothing but his claim 
that all natural beings are self-maintaining wholes’, […] then modern biology 
supports such teleology.19

17 Roger D. Masters, ‘Review of Sociobiology: The New Synthesis, by Edward O. 
Wilson’, The American Political Science Review , 71 (1977), pp. 674-676.

18 Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right, p. 4, referring to Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Hume 
on “Is” and “Ought”’, Philosophical Review, 68 (1959), pp. 451-68.

19 Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right, p. 240, quoting Joe Sachs, Aristotle’s ‘Physics’: 
A Guided Study (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1995), p. 247.
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4. MacIntyre’s ‘Interminably Long’ Lesson on Nature and Desire

After the publication of Arnhart’s book, the progression of MacIntyre’s 
scholarship has been rather converging than diverging with the latter’s 
central claims. As an attentive MacIntyrean scholar such as Paul Blackledge 
notices,20 MacIntyre quotes Arnhart approvingly in at least two places of 
Dependent Rational Animals, even if the latter endorsement is coupled 
with a qualification:

For discussions of the relationship between Aristotle and Darwin see […] 
especially Larry Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right.

[Aquinas’ misericordia] is a feature of Aquinas’s account that goes unnoticed 
in Arnhart’s otherwise illuminating argument, designed to show how Aquinas’s 
theses about the natural law are compatible with a biological understanding of 
human nature.21

Here MacIntyre does indeed embrace a biologically grounded account 
of human morality. He elaborates on the one hand on the capacity for 
language and reasoning, which enables abstraction, logic, and communal 
counseling, and on the other hand on the fact of human vulnerability and 
inter-dependence, which makes virtues such as solidarity fundamental to 
any recognizably human society. 

Yet biological themes also emerge in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 
as the central question of this book is how human beings should order 
their goods and relative desires. Here reasoning of the kind advocated by 
Arnhart plays two functions. The former is to confirm the objectivity of 
desires, the continuity between the concept of flourishing as we can apply 
it to animals and plants through scientific observation, and the one that 
grounds human ethics. Human beings are not a blank slate that can be 
programmed—by culture, perhaps, or by will, or political planning. Rather, 
they are biological beings whose well-functioning objectively requires the 
fulfillment of needs and desires such as those for food, shelter, tranquillity, 
social life, and leisure among others. It is possible to establish the most 
basic and undisputed human rights on such an understanding of human 
nature. The latter function of human biological complexity, even if this 

20 Paul Blackledge, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism: A Marxist Critique’, in 
Virtue Ethics and Contemporary Aristotelianism: Modernity, Conflict and 
Politics, ed. by Andrius Bielskis, Eleni Leontsini, and Kelvin Knight (London: 
Bloomsbury 2020) pp. 222-235.

21 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, pp. 12, 125. My emphases.  



154 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

is scarcely made explicit by MacIntyre, could be that of explaining and 
sometimes even helping solve conflicts of desires.

5. Human Animals: The Plurality of Natures and the Integration of 
Diverging Desires 

In the history of philosophy, conflicts between tendencies and desires 
have been explained by the classic theories of Plato and Aristotle as 
conflicts between parts of the souls.

Similarly, evolutionary psychology accounts not only for the contrasts 
between impulses in our minds, but also and more deeply for the structure 
of the mind itself. In doing this, it might seem to mirror Plato and Aristotle’s 
theories of the partition of the soul. The most relevant example is Paul D. 
MacLean’s theory of The Triune Brain.22 MacLean’s theory is generally 
considered to be untenable and overschematic by more recent evolutionary 
psychologists, yet it retains a massive influence:

In its casting of a cognitively sophisticated neocortex unable to fully restrain 
the primal emotional responses of the limbic system, MacLean’s model was a 
neuroanatomical cousin to Freud’s tripartite view of the mind, with its warring 
superego, ego and id. The theory’s conceptual beauty and intuitive appeal lent 
it enormous staying power; it is still covered in many textbooks and course 
lectures in biological psychology.23

Roughly, the theory holds that the human brain is composed of a 
reptilian (core) complex; a paleomammalian (limbic) complex; and a 
neomammalian neocortex. These would preside over basic functions, 
emotions, and rational tasks respectively. As reminded by the obituary for 
MacLean (authored by the Yale Medical School where he worked), the 
theory fits nicely with Freud’s views, as well as with Platonic, Aristotelian, 
and Thomistic ones, in explaining the sources and dynamics of conflicts 
of desires. In Thomistic terms, there is in us a plurality of natures: In the 
strictest meaning of the word, what is natural (the natural law) for human 
beings is dictated by its highest and specific component (the rational 

22 Paul D. MacLean, The Triune Brain in Evolution: Role in Paleocerebral Functions 
(New York: Springer 1990). 

23 ‘A Theory Abandoned but Still Compelling’, Yale Medicine Magazine, autumn 
2008.  h t tps : / /medic ine .yale .edu/news/yale-medicine-magazine/
article/a-theory-abandoned-but-still-compelling (last accessed 31/03/2022).
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and distinctively human one) that integrates and crowns our animal and 
vegetative functions. 

6. The Example of Monogamy

The biohacking community is an example of the strong influence 
of evolutionary biology in contemporary popular culture. Biohacking 
consists in the attempt to systematically improve performance and health, 
and more generally to reshape one’s life, in line with scientific discoveries. 
In his interview with The Guardian,24 the Silicon Valley millionaire and 
tech guru Serge Faguet, who presents himself as a spokesperson for and an 
extreme example of biohacking, rules out resolutely exclusive long-term 
relationships as something unnatural. It might come more as a surprise to 
find a similar judgment in the private writings of John R. R. Tolkien:

Men are not [monogamous]. No good pretending. Men just ain’t, not by 
their animal nature. Monogamy (although it has long been fundamental to our 
inherited ideas) is for us men a piece of ‘revealed ethic,’ according to faith and 
not the flesh.25

Even more surprisingly, the medieval thought of Thomas Aquinas can 
account for these views by relying on the said concept of the plurality of 
natures. That is why Larry Arnhart focuses on this issue as well to illustrate 
his merging of Darwinian and Aristotelian-Thomist thought.26 Aquinas 
held the complex view that polygamy ‘is in some manner against natural 
law, and in some manner not against it’.27

Aquinas argues that marriage belongs to natural law in conforming to three 
levels of human nature: the generic nature that human beings share with other 
animals, the specific nature that is distinctively human, and the temperamental 
nature that distinguishes individual human beings [...]. Marriage is generically 

24 Stefanie Marsh, ‘Extreme Biohacking: the tech guru who spent $250,000 trying to 
live forever’, Guardian, 21 september 2018. 

25 From the letter to his son Michael: J.R.R. Tolkien, Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, ed. by 
H. Carpenter & C. Tolkien (New York: Harper Collins, 1995), pp. 48-54, my 
emphasis.

26 Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right, pp. 262-264. A comprehensive treatment of 
the matter can be found in Colleen McCluskey, ‘An Unequal Relationship between 
Equals: Thomas Aquinas on Marriage’, History of Philosophy Quarterly, 24 
(2007), pp. 1-18.

27 Summa Theologiae, suppl., q. 65, a. 1.
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natural insofar as the dependence of offspring on the care of both parents is 
characteristic of other animals as well as human beings. Marriage is specifically 
natural insofar as it satisfies a desire for lifelong conjugal bonding that may be 
uniquely human. And marriage is temperamentally natural insofar as the desire 
for conjugal union is common to most human beings but not all.28

It should be noticed that Aquinas’s conclusion is not ambiguous or 
agnostic. Overall, Aquinas concludes that monogamy is for human beings 
by natural law, even if it categorises this conclusion as belonging to the 
secondary precepts, that is to say, those that are derivative from and less 
evident than the primary precepts. Secondary precepts are also more 
flexible under circumstances.29 Still, he uses the illustrative example of 
the magnet to show how an object is bound by its specific nature (being 
attracted by metal) more than by its generic one (being subject to the law 
of gravity).30 

Aquinas’s account of marriage could be revisited, especially when it 
comes to the large inequality he grants to men and women;31 his claim 
that this excludes the application of the Golden Rule; and his quite narrow 
consideration of the functions of stable and equal unions for the individuals 
involved, for their children and society. However, the broad conclusion 
would not change, and it is notable for being able to accommodate views 
such as those held by Tolkien and Faguet—that is, monogamy would seem 
unnatural for many human beings, if considering their animal nature only. 
And this leads to the second aspect that makes this example significant, 
especially for the present purpose: Aquinas can account for the tensions 
and conflicts of these tendencies and desires, both of which are natural in 
some sense of the word, thanks to his partite psychology. And the latter 
seems to be translatable into evolutionary psychological and biological 
terms, in light of the current scientific paradigm. 

28 Arnhart, Darwinian Natural Right, p. 262.
29 On the distinction between primary and secondary precepts see Alasdair 

MacIntyre, ‘Aquinas and the Extent of Moral Disagreement’, Ethics and Politics: 
Selected Essays. Vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 65-
66.

30 Summa Theologiae, suppl. q. 65, a. 1.
31 This is one of the points with which Colleen McCluskey quarrels, in ‘An Unequal 

Relationship between Equals’.
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7. Darwin in Plato’s Cave: Causes, Ends, and the Limits of Evolutionary 
Ethics

Before concluding, I will make a few specifications about evolutionary 
ethics, especially as considered on its own. In Arnhart and Pinker’s 
syntheses, evulotionary ethics is able to explain the basic working of 
morality. I concede this claim. In doing so, however, evolutionary ethics 
describes morality from the outside, more or less like a geologist would 
observe patterns of land movements, or like Wilson observed ants. 
Evolutionary ethics can identify the reasons why human beings tend to 
behave in certain ways—yet it does not, in general and also directly, offer 
compelling reasons for this or that behavior, moral or otherwise. Take, for 
example, one of the most fundamental pillars of evolutionary ethics: the 
tendency of genomes to replicate themselves, as selected by natural history. 
This can be seen at work in parents-children bonds and affection, yet at the 
same time many humans choose not to reproduce themselves. Evolutionary 
ethics can only provide an explanatory and descriptive account of why they 
do so under certain circumstances; it is not able to provide an exhortative 
and prescriptive argument for this or that behavior in any specific situation. 
I believe that evolutionary ethics can provide motivations and even 
determine some moral disagreements, but only on the condition that other 
moral assumptions, which are not themselves produced by it, are in place. 
Evolutionary ethics finds the foundation of morality mainly in biological 
tendencies, reciprocity, and self-interest. This explains why the moral and 
legal structure of society is what it is, but in the face of moral dilemmas 
such as those exemplified by Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, 
or by its contemporary counterpart, Woody Allen’s Match Point, it is not 
able to offer any argument in favour of one choice over the other. It does not 
work, nor is it designed to work, as a first-person moral system, but rather 
as a third-person observation of moral patterns; as such, it is quite different 
from the Ethics of Aristotle, dedicated to his son Nicomachus, or from the 
Summa of Aquinas, which worked as a handbook for confessors. Some 
evolutionary ethicists, like Steven Pinker and Neil Levy, argue against the 
existence of free will. This would indeed dissolve the gap between first 
and third-person ethics, but at the price of dissolving ethics itself, at least 
as classically understood. In this sense, this descriptive ethics reminds us 
of the commonsensical, compromise-based, and naturalistic ethics of the 
sophists. As such, it is unable to provide arguments for—which is different 
from explaining—acts of self-sacrificial heroism, or even for the resistance 
to the impulses favouring petty free-riding when one is relatively certain 
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to be able to get away with it. It was to avoid such dead ends that Plato’s 
ethics had to go substantially beyond naturalistic assumptions, as most 
clearly exemplified by the myth of Er that closes his Republic. 

8. Conclusions

In this brief overview of a very vast and complex subject, I have recalled 
the commonalities between an Aristotelian-Thomist philosophy of the kind 
of MacIntyre’s and evolutionary ethics. I have shown that the way for such 
an encounter has been already paved by Arnhart and that the subsequent 
evolution of MacIntyre’s thought both confirms the fruitfulness of this 
possibility and invites us to explore it further. Moreover, I have suggested 
that additional convergence between classic ethical paradigms such as Plato, 
Aristotle, and Aquinas’s is suggested by recent perspectives in evolutionary 
psychology. Together with Arnhart, I have shown how Aquinas’s inquiry 
into, for example, marriage and monogamy can provide a blueprint for 
understanding conflicts of desires, and moral conflicts, in the light of the 
human evolutionarily composite psychology. I have also suggested that 
evolutionary ethics is not self-sufficient and that further engagement with 
an Aristotelian-Thomist theory such as MacIntyre’s can help bridge the 
gap between descriptive and prescriptive ethics, as well as illuminate some 
blind spots that remain in evolutionary ethics. Both the limitations and 
potentials of this merger invite to develop it in a MacIntyrean research 
program encompassing both the is and the ought. 
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GIVING AND RECEIVING IN LIGHT OF  
THE HUMAN DIFFERENCE

A Reading of MacIntyre’s  
Dependent Rational Animals1

The logic of giving and receiving plays a central role in MacIntyre’s 
account of human practical rationality: As he holds in Dependent Rational 
Animals (1999), this logic is embedded in social relationships where human 
beings are mutually enabled to exercise their specific, i.e. rational, agency.2

In this chapter, I consider a couple of questions related to the logic of 
giving and receiving, namely how this logic should be understood, and 
how it is connected with the human difference. In doing so, I will mostly 
refer to the interpretation already given in my 2020 book, Natura, Ragione 
e Relazione. Una Prospettiva sulla Legge Naturale a Partire da Alasdair 
MacIntyre (Nature, Reason, and Relation. A Perspective on the Natural 
Law Starting from MacIntyre’s Thought) while also suggesting further 
possible paths of enquiry. 

1 I am very grateful to Prof Riccardo Fanciullacci, Prof Susy Zanardo, Dr María 
Agustina Juri, and Kevin J. Angell for their valuable and insightful comments on 
this chapter (this version as well as the earlier ones).

2 Given the various possible understandings of ‘being rational’, it is worth 
emphasising from the outset that by ‘rational agency’ MacIntyre means the 
exercise of the capacity of standing back and looking at one’s own reasons of 
action from afar, judging them, and offering a justification of this judgment (cf. 
Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals. Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (Chicago: Open Court, 1999), pp. 68–70). Furthermore, this rationality 
matures to become ‘independent’. In turn, this ‘independency’ far from being 
understood in terms of ‘separatedness from others in the exercise of rational 
judgment’ must be conceived as ‘the ability and the willingness to evaluate the 
reasons for action advanced to one by others, so that one makes oneself accountable 
for one’s endorsements of the practical conclusions of others as well as for one’s 
own conclusions’ (ibid., p. 105). The MacIntyrean account of the reasons for 
action is based on Warren Quinn’s Morality and Action (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), pp. 228–255.
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1. The Nature of the Reciprocity of Giving and Receiving

The idea of ‘rational agent’ as presented by MacIntyre is not that of a 
solitary individual: human agents are not to be understood as solo players, 
whose rational agency capacities are originally fully fledged and possessed 
by every person as an isolated human being. On the contrary, MacIntyre 
points out that the rational agency is developed and maintained through 
an education process, the nature of which is essentially social. This is why 
he emphasises the context in which any human being becomes capable 
of developing as a rational agent. In the ninth chapter of his 1999 work 
Dependent Rational Animals. Why Human Beings Need the Virtues, he 
famously writes that: 

We become independent practical reasoners through participation in a set 
of relationships to certain particular others who are able to give us what we 
need. When we have become independent practical reasoners, we will often, 
although not perhaps always, also have acquired what we need, if we are able 
to give to those others who are now in need of what formerly we needed. We 
find ourselves placed at some particular point within a network of giving and 
receiving in which, generally and characteristically, what and how far we are 
able to give depends in part on what and how far we have received.3

Far from being alien to the concrete social reality, those relationships of 
giving and receiving ‘are embedded’4 in social institutions, such as families, 
households, schools and apprenticeships, as well as in local communities.5 
However, beyond being the place where the relationships of giving and 
receiving find their expression, these social institutions are also where 
individuals cope with the issues related to the use and the distribution 
of the power.6 My aim here is not to investigate the ways in which the 
relationships of giving and receiving are embodied in the aforementioned 
social institutions, but instead to understand and broaden the meaning of 
the giving-receiving logic along the lines proposed by MacIntyre.

The first key aspect to emphasise is that this logic entails a kind of 
reciprocity: MacIntyre mentions people who give us what we need and 
our related ability to give back to those who now need what we needed. 

3 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 99.
4 Ibid., p. 102.
5 Cf. ibid., pp. 102–105.
6 The topic of the power and its effects on the social structures should be considered 

in more depth. Here MacIntyre briefly refers to the thought of Augustine of 
Hippo, Thomas Hobbes, and Karl Marx. Cf. ibid., p. 102.
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In his view, however, this kind of reciprocity is crucially different from 
that of economic transactions, along whose lines we tend to think of 
reciprocity. In fact, this latter kind of reciprocity—which MacIntyre labels 
‘strict reciprocity’7—has determinateness as its overarching feature. More 
specifically, an aspect of determinateness can be found in all the essential 
components of strict reciprocity. First of all, one knows exactly what they 
have received and what they exactly owe. Second, what one has received 
is commensurable with what one is called to give back. Third, one knows 
who they received something from and must reciprocate to that person. 
Fourth and finally, it seems that this giving and counter-giving must happen 
within a precisely defined time frame.8 

Conversely, according to MacIntyre, the reciprocity which is the core 
of the ‘relationships of giving and receiving’ is significantly different 
from that of economic transactions, in that it is based on asymmetry and 
indeterminateness. To elaborate upon this asymmetric reciprocity, first 
of all we can say that the original giver is not necessarily the person to 
whom the receiver will have to give back. Second, one very often receives 
something which they will never be able to give back in its specificity or its 
entirety, since what was received cannot be measured at all, as in the case 
of parental love, for instance. Third, it may well be that one will be asked 
to respond to different needs and in a way which cannot be determined 
in advance, as those who once responded to one’s needs did not select 
in advance which needs are the ones to be acknowledged and to what 
extent.9 In this sense, one could well be asked to reciprocate with, say, 
unconditional care.10 Finally, one cannot limit the relationships established 
by this reciprocity to a portion of one’s life: In fact, the relationships 
structured by this asymmetric logic ‘extend in time from conception to 
death, presupposing a conception of human identity as animal identity’.11

The traits of the logic of giving and receiving I have highlighted thus far 
receive further scrutiny in the tenth chapter of the book, where MacIntyre 
clarifies this logic in terms of ‘uncalculated giving and graceful receiving’.12 
The addition of these two adjectives seems to be decisive. In fact, he will 

7 Ibid., p. 100.
8 Cf. ibid., pp. 99–100. While the first three structural aspects can easily be singled 

out from the MacIntyrean account, I extract the fourth from his analysis presented 
on p. 99.

9 Cf. ibid., pp. 99–100.
10 Cf. ibid., p. 108.
11 Ibid., p. 99.
12 Ibid., p. 121.
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subsequently look at the virtues of acknowledged dependence through the 
same lens – acknowledged dependence being what sustain the relationships 
of giving and receiving embodied in the aforementioned social institutions. 
Uncalculated giving is expressed in what MacIntyre calls ‘virtues of 
giving’, i.e. in the virtues of just generosity, hospitality, and misericordia.13 
Likewise, graceful receiving is manifested through the ‘virtues of 
receiving’, i.e. ‘knowing how to exhibit gratitude, without allowing that 
gratitude to be a burden’; ‘the courtesy towards the graceless giver’; and the 
‘forbearance towards the inadequate giver’.14 The MacIntyrean connotation 
of the logic of giving and receiving as the logic of ‘uncalculated giving 
and graceful receiving’ plus the correspondent treatment of these virtues 
of giving and receiving seem to place his discourse under the category 
of the gift. This reading can be further reinforced if the twofold meaning 
of the English verb ‘to give’ is taken into consideration. Its more neutral 
meaning refers to the act of handing over something to someone, but ‘to 
give’ also conveys the more specific meaning of donating a present to 
someone. The first action does not exclude an immediate and balanced 
response of receiving something back, whereas the second does—if the gift 
is a true gift. Even though in Dependent Rational Animals MacIntyre is not 
explicit in delineating the exact meaning of this verb when speaking of the 
relationships of giving and receiving, my thesis is that the context which 
we have examined so far allows us to understand it in the specific meaning 
of ‘giving as a gift’.15 This interpretation can be implemented by relying on 
theoretical sources external to MacIntyre’s thought. Indeed, the concept of 
gift to which I referred earlier can be outlined more precisely if understood 
in light of the gift eidetic developed by Carmelo Vigna and Susy Zanardo.16 

13 Cf. ibid., pp. 121–126. For a recent treatment of hospitality, cf. Il Dovere 
dell’Ospitalità, ed. by Carmelo Vigna (Orthotes: Napoli-Salerno, 2018). As to the 
virtue of misericordia, see also John P. O’Callaghan, ‘Misericordia in Aquinas: A 
Test Case for Theological and Natural Virtues’, Jaarboek Thomas Instituut te 
Utrecht, 33 (2013), pp. 9–54.

14 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 126.
15 Cf. Damiano Simoncelli, Natura, Ragione e Relazione. Una Prospettiva sulla 

Legge Naturale a Partire da Alasdair MacIntyre (Napoli-Salerno: Orthotes, 
2020), pp. 124-129; ‘Futuro della vulnerabilità e vulnerabilità del futuro. Sulla 
vulnerabilità della razionalità pratica secondo Alasdair MacIntyre’, in L’Etica nel 
futuro, ed. by Luigi Alici and Francesco Miano (Napoli-Salerno: Orthotes, 2020), 
pp. 217–225.

16 Cf. Carmelo Vigna, ‘Sul dono come relazione pratica trascendentale’, in Etica 
trascendentale e intersoggettività, ed. by Carmelo Vigna (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 
2002), pp. 95–103; Susy Zanardo, Il legame del dono (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 
2007); Susy Zanardo, Etica del dono, in Etica di frontiera. Nuove forme del bene 
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According to these authors, the dynamic of the gift-giving is essentially 
constituted by five components: (1) the development over long time cycles; 
(2) the asymmetry, understood as the absence of the need for a continuous 
nor a strict reciprocity; (3) the inclusivity, in that it is open to persons 
other than the giver and the receiver; (4) typical (albeit not exclusive) 
placement in the contexts of primary socialisation; and (5) the priority of 
the receiving over the giving.17 On closer inspection, MacIntyre’s logic of 
giving and receiving, which is the core of the homonymous relationships, 
seems to include all these five components. In fact, as we have already 
seen, the logic of giving and receiving gives rise to ‘relationships [that] 
extend in time from conception to death’,18 and thus it seems to exhibit the 
component (1). Furthermore, component (2) as well is displayed, since the 
reciprocity of giving and receiving is asymmetrical with respect to both 
what is received and given back, and to who is involved in this dynamic. 
This latter aspect of asymmetry as well as the reference to the virtues of 
hospitality and misericordia lead us to acknowledge that the component 
(3) is also exhibited. Even component (4) can be found, since giving and 
receiving as understood by MacIntyre is in the first instance the inner 
constituent of families and households, and also a constituent of contexts 
of secondary socialisation, such as schools, apprenticeships, and local 
communities. In the end, component (5) is present as well, if one considers 
the original indebtedness of every rational agent towards the relationships 
that made one a rational agent,19 and MacIntyre’s statement that ‘what and 
how far we are able to give depends in part on what we have received’.20

After discovering the five constituents of this gift eidetic in MacIntyre’s 
relationships of giving and receiving, and thus confirming my interpretation, 

e del male, ed. by Carmelo Vigna and Susy Zanardo (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 
2008), pp. 121–171.

17 Cf. Susy Zanardo, Dispense del Corso di Filosofia morale (unpublished course 
lecture notes, European University of Rome, 2018), lect. 13, p. 11.

18 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 99.
19 Cf. ibid., pp. 98–99. Regarding indebtedness, Joseph Dunne observes that 

‘dependency as an inescapable fact translates morally as indebtedness. 
Indebtedness resides in the fact that one has received. And one’s corresponding 
obligation is to give’ (Joseph Dunne, ‘Ethics Revised: Flourishing as Vulnerable 
and Dependent. A Critical Notice of Alasdair MacIntyre’s Dependent Rational 
Animals’, International Journal of Philosophical Studies, 10 (2002), p. 349. In the 
context of the discussion in this paper, my understanding of the concept of debt as 
‘one’s being for others’ (cf. Damiano Simoncelli, Natura, Ragione e Relazione, p. 
129) was questioned by my discussant, Prof Riccardo Fanciullacci. His insightful 
remarks should be developed in further research.

20 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 99.
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two additions must be made in order to complete this picture. The first 
concerns the relation between a thus conceived giving and the aspects of 
calculation, and the second one concerns how the circuit of gift inscribed in 
the dynamic of giving and receiving relates with the duties and the norms. 
In regard to the first addition, we have already noticed that MacIntyre is 
very accurate in pointing out that the giving he describes is uncalculating. 
This characterisation, however, must be properly understood. In fact, a 
thus conceived giving excludes a kind of calculation, but not calculation 
as such. The calculation excluded is the one  peculiar of the relationships 
of strict reciprocity where what one owes can be precisely determined 
from the value of what one received. Again, this is a kind of understanding 
of calculation: Indeed, according to MacIntyre, there is another sort of 
calculation—one that is implicated in the work of a number of virtues which 
sustain the act of giving. This latter act, he affirms, is shaped by the virtue 
of just generosity which is essentially connected with the ‘industriousness 
in getting, thrift in saving, and discrimination in giving’, seen as ‘further 
aspects of the virtue of temperance’.21 

The second additional remark concerns how the circuit of gift-giving 
is related to duties and norms. Although one could easily offer an account 
whereby gift-giving, insofar as it involves generosity, is considered in 
opposition to duties and norms, MacIntyre seems to opt for a compositive 
perspective. He is successful in doing this, since he conceives the logic 
of giving and receiving as the core of the relationships embedded in 
institutionalised contexts (families and households, schools, local 
communities), rather than in I-Thou relationships. These ethical contexts 
cannot get by without a set of goods, norms—above all, those of the natural 
law—, and virtues.22

21 Ibid., p. 126. 
22 Cf. ibid., pp. 107–118. Generally MacIntyre appears to be more focused on ethical 

contexts than on I-Thou relationships. However, this latter level of relationships is 
not totally disregarded, nor is the even narrower level of the I-Me relationships 
(cf. e.g. Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Can We Learn What Veritatis Splendor Has to 
Teach’, The Thomist, 58 (1994), pp. 171–195).
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2. Giving and Receiving and the Human Difference

The examination of the nature of the logic of giving and receiving 
leads us to the question of how it is connected with the human nature. 
This question arises when MacIntyre argues that ‘these relationships 
[i.e. of giving and receiving] extend in time from conception to death, 
presupposing a conception of human identity as animal identity’.23 In 
other words, in order to understand the human dynamic of giving and 
receiving, one must consider the behaviour of the animals of intelligent 
species.24 MacIntyre holds that, in animals as well as in humans, one 
can find ‘patterns of receiving and giving’,25 which basically involve 
caring for others in ways peculiar—albeit not exclusive26—to the 
familial context, ‘enduring through and beyond the life-span of 
particular individuals’.27 Nonetheless, this MacIntyrean reference—put 
in the same terms he uses—seems to be misleading. As we have seen 
earlier, an analysis of giving and receiving leads us to understand it as 
gratuity and gift. But gratuity and gift, properly speaking, are possible 
only for free, i.e. rational, agents. This is why my proposal is to replace 
MacIntyre’s statement with saying instead that the relationships of giving 
and receiving presuppose a conception of human identity as a rational 
identity. This replacement, moreover, would not distort MacIntyre’s 
thought since he does not deny the human difference. Unlike animals, 
humans are indeed capable of standing back from the immediateness of 
their life: This allows them to understand their life in terms of existence 
as well as to distance themselves from their desires/reasons for action in 
order to judge and (re)direct them in light of the attainment of individual 
and common goods.28 However, one could rightly observe that such 
statement needs only to be adjusted by adding the adjective ‘rational’ 
to the ‘animal identity’ mentioned, so that MacIntyre’s acceptance 
of the Thomistic-Aristotelian anthropology is made clearer. In this 
framework, rationality does not deny nor overlap animality, but rather 

23 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 99.
24 As it is known, MacIntyre’s main reference in this work is the species of the 

bottlenose dolphins. Cf. ibid., chapters 3 and 6.
25 Ibid., p. 82.
26 In fact, according to MacIntyre, in the case of dolphins this care can be extended 

to members of species different from theirs (cf. ibid.).
27 Ibid.
28 Cf. ibid., p. 83.
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reconfigures it.29 Undoubtedly, this remark is true and allows us to give 
justice to the entirety of the MacIntyrean perspective on human nature 
as well as to rediscover its main sources. Nonetheless, I argue that my 
original option for the replacement remains still valid, especially given 
the understanding of the logic of giving and receiving as a logic of gift. 
In fact, I do not disregard the patterns of mutual care we share—albeit 
according to our specificity—with the other animals; I rather want to 
stress that, if a discourse on gift and gratuity has to be made, then the 
reference to a free agency is inescapable, and that kind of agency is 
only proper to rational beings.30 

3. Concluding Remarks

This inspection of the logic governing what MacIntyre calls 
‘relationships of giving and receiving’ opens new paths to understanding 
MacIntyrean thought as well as to engaging with other different 
perspectives. Bringing the concept of gift into play requires us to further 
reflect on MacIntyre’s conception of freedom, as well as on possible 
connections with, or further distancing from, classical analyses of gift, 
such as the one proposed by Marcel Mauss.31 The first task would be 
exploring to what extent the MacIntyrean thesis of the human capacity 
of standing back from one’s own immediateness in terms of desires can 
be described as a theory of transcendental subjectivity, in which the 
‘power of an absolute beginning’32 needed to conceive the phenomenon 
of gift-giving33 can be theoretically justified. The second task, as already 

29 Put another way, we can say that we are different animals compared to those that 
we commonly refer to as animals. For a reconstruction of the main lines of 
Thomistic-Aristotelian anthropology as well as of MacIntyre’s confrontation with 
it, cf. Simoncelli, Natura, Ragione e Relazione, pp. 95–103.

30 Cf. Carmelo Vigna, ‘Sul Dono come Relazione Pratica Trascendentale’, pp. 99–
101.

31 Cf. Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic 
Societies (London: Routledge, 2001).

32 Vigna, ‘Sul Dono come Relazione Pratica Trascendentale’, p. 100 (my transl.).
33 ‘When properly thinking of a gift, we somehow think of a causality in terms of 

freedom. That is to say, we think of a transcendental intentionality. The reason of 
this is that the gift qua gift entails that it can have in itself the power of an absolute 
beginning. The gift […] has to do with the gratuity and it is not understood as 
such, if it is not understood as suddenly risen from nothing due. […] The pure gift 
comes from the nothing (of itself), in that the nothing (of itself) is the form of the 
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mentioned, would be comparing MacIntyre’s thesis with the thought of 
Marcel Mauss, taking into account the latter’s Durkheimian sources34, as 
well as the developments proposed by those who have engaged with his 
work.35

absolute beginning which finds its place in the transcendental horizon of the 
donor’s subjectivity. In short, the gift is a pure rising in being’ (ibid.).

34 This line of search was suggested to me by discussant Prof Riccardo Fanciullacci 
to whom I am grateful. It should also be highlighted that MacIntyre dealt with 
Durkeim’s thought in the review ‘Durkheim’s Call to Order’, New York Review of 
Books, 7th March 1974, pp. 25–26.

35 As possible starting points for this further research, I mention the works of the 
Anti-utilitarian Movement in the Social Sciences, <https://www.revuedumauss.
com.fr> (accessed 30 December 2021) as well as Zanardo, Il legame del dono. 
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VIRTUES OF THE EXTENDED MIND
Technological Augmentation and Human Practice36

In the course of the development of virtue ethics, significant effort has 
been devoted to recognise the influence of social and cultural factors on the 
capabilities and habits of agents. It has not been accompanied by a similar 
acknowledgment of the role of technological setting, however, even though 
it has attained significant attention in contemporary philosophy. Yet, an 
adequate practice-focused analysis requires acknowledging that, at least 
in some cases, the relation of the agent to an artefact is defining social and 
moral identity of the agents as well as the possibilities of their agency and 
meaning of their actions. 

In what follows, I shall address the Aristotelian virtue-theoretical stance 
on technology and map the possible ways of further analysis. In Section 1, 
I discuss the Aristotelian account of virtue with reference to certain recent 
developments in philosophy of mind. In Section 2, I turn to technology as 
a growing factor shaping the realities of agency as seen from the virtue-
theoretical perspective. In Section 3, I argue for extending the bounds of 
Neo-Aristotelian analysis by incorporating elements of the Extended Mind 
Hypothesis (EM). This leads to the thesis that to grasp adequately the 
current demands of moral life, the Neo-Aristotelian framework needs to 
include not only interpersonal and institutional forms of organisation, but 
also some broader cognitive and moral ecologies furnished with material 
(and digital) objects, which shape the form of human reasoning and acting.

1. Virtue and the Body

According to Aristotle, to act virtuously, the agent needs to have a 
certain knowledge, choose to act in a certain way, and their actions must 

36 I thank Omowumi Ogunyemi for her comments on the earlier draft of this chapter.
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‘proceed from a firm and unchangeable character’.37 Thus, these three 
characteristics—the cognitive, the emotional, and the characterological—
are intertwined. For to act morally is, firstly, to recognise the kind of situation 
the agent is in, that is, to acknowledge in which virtue’s field they find 
themselves.38 This sets the range of possible reactions to a stimulus, as well 
as the range of goods which might be obtained thanks to virtuous acting in 
this situation. Secondly, to make this kind of acting possible, certain level 
of self-control needs to be available to the agent. For without the possibility 
of stepping aside their immediate reaction, they would be doomed to act 
with limited autonomy and on the basis of routine, limited behavioural 
patterns which might be unsuitable to changing environment. This is what 
makes the virtue of temperance the key virtue, which not only enables one 
to control their emotional reactions, but also to deal with them in a way 
which makes the agent satisfied with just choices and deeds.39 Temperance 
is thus the basis for justice, which, according to Aristotle, equals with 
moral excellence, as it enables the agent to judge both themselves and the 
others by a common measure.40 Seen along such lines, self-control depends 
on cognitive mechanism which enables the agent to recognise possibilities 
of a certain situation. This furnishes the Aristotelian concept of virtue with 
two important characteristics. On the one hand, it is not directly concerned 
with individual acts of choosing, but rather with the features of the agents 
extended in time, thus the agent can express their virtuousness only in an 
individual act, the relationship between these two is not reflexive, and an 
individual act does not necessarily prove their virtuousness. What follows 
is the second feature of the concept of virtue: It might be possessed only 
by an individual of a certain identity. For just as a general desire might be 
individualised into motivating emotion by being focused on an object, what 
kind of human being might the agent become relays on the way in which 
they shape their character. Hence, whatever influences the development of 
the agent’s character and shapes the environment in which the agent acts, 
is of moral importance.

Virtue is an agent-centred concept, as the mean way between two flanking 
vices, which consists in the excellence in navigating through possible 

37 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II 4 1105a32-34, trans. by William D. Ross, in The 
Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. by Richard McKeon (New York: Modern Library, 
2001).

38 Robert Audi, ‘Acting From Virtue’, Mind, 104 (1995), pp. 449-471.
39 alasdair MacIntyre, ‘“Sōphrosunē”: How a Virtue Can Become Socially 

Disruptive’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 13 (1988), p. 5.
40 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics V 1 1129b.
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actions in accordance with the rational choice concerning the good and the 
best, is relative to the agent41 and deals with the regulation of experiences42 
of emotion accompanying the agent’s actions. The agent, thus, cannot act 
morally (virtuously) if they lack some self-knowledge, which is nested in 
certain network of social roles and practices, obligations, and norms as 
well as desires, recognised goods, and emotional relations, but also the 
bodily consciousness of spatial location, integrity, and enactive setting. As 
Daniel C. Russell points out, this kind of embeddedness consists of three 
elements: the body schema, which provides the basic form of the agent’s 
place in the physical order; the body image—the agent’s sense of their 
presence in the world and practical possibilities it offers; and the crucial 
importance of individual recognition of the possibilities of action in the 
physical world for the sense of identity, of what part of the world the agent 
is and what can they do with their life.43

Virtue, usually discussed with reference to its emotional and cognitive 
aspects, is a disposition of a self defined by its potentialities, but also by 
the very fact of being part of and situated in the physical world with all 
its resources and distractors. As Russell highlights, it is the physicality of 
human beings, not only their intellectual capacity, that frames the set of 
basic goods acting for the sake of which makes development of virtues 
possible.44 This brings to the discussion both the question of disability and, 
what is more important from the point of view developed here, resources 
limited by the very fact that the agent is a physical being, first of all, the 
resources of time and attention. These are key resources of moral character, 
conscious distribution of which is the way in which the agent controls 
their own acting and gets involved with their technological and social 
environments. 

This, along with the broadly recognised importance of social influence 
on agent’s development, highlights the relational nature of virtues. As 
virtue is not the end, but the way in which a human being becomes an 
independent agent aiming at their final good, the relationship between the 
agent’s state of mind and the objects towards which they are intentionally 
directed is constitutive of their way of living. As for the former, it is worth 
noting that the main focus in virtue ethics has typically been on defining 
kinds of situations and accompanying emotions rather than with kinds of 

41 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II 6 1107a1.
42 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II 3 1104b13-15.
43 daniel c. Russell, Happiness for Humans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2012), p. 207-213.
44 Ibid., p. 213.
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objects to which the virtue would be an appropriate reaction. Only recently 
was the role played by ‘evocative objects’ recognised.45 

2. Technology and Technomoral Virtues

By focusing on the importance of the agent’s relationship with his 
environment and fellow beings, the virtue-ethical framework seems well 
prepared to address the moral issues raised by the growing pressure of 
technology. It is important to notice, however, that technicisation is not a 
single, homogenous process and its heterogeneity requires to address both 
the technological phenomena themselves and the changes they introduce 
into moral lives of human beings. For there are two, to a degree independent, 
trends in technicisation and its moral outcomes. On the one hand, the rise 
of the importance of technical complexity of tools and modi operandi has 
been for centuries closely tied to a handful of highly professionalised and 
elite practices (construction, military, medicine, science). This made the 
growth of the importance of technology ineffective for everyday lives of 
even those who dealt with it on a daily basis as professionals. Furthermore, 
the philosophical debate on technicisation focused on capital and power 
accumulation within some of these professionalised practices, and it was 
only secondarily aimed at addressing the tensions emerging from the 
plain persons’ involvement not only in various social standards, but also 
in different technological regimes. On the other hand, technologisation of 
everyday life has been a relatively new phenomenon, which revolutionised 
the experiences and routines of a tremendous amount of people in the last 
generations, rapidly changing their lifeworlds, breaking the intergenerational 
relations, and undermining long-established social institutions.

Thus, two similarly disconnected areas call for scrutiny. Firstly, a 
detailed examination of the changes emerging from the technology-induced 
evolution of key practices offers a range of issues of moral importance that 
define the ethical framework of today’s life. The humane core of work 
and its character-developing significance are being discussed not only in 
terms of possible decline of the labour demand, but also, and primarily, of 
deskilling and submission of human craft and skills to the needs and way 
of acting of the machine.46 

45 Sherry Turkle, Evocative Objects. Things We Think With (Cambridge, Mass., 
London: MIT Press, 2007).

46 Angus Robson, ‘Intelligent Machines, Care Work and the Nature of Practical 
Reasoning’, Nursing Ethics, 26 (2019), pp. 1906–1916; Shannon Vallor, ‘Moral 
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Secondly, a general phronetic analysis becomes needed to address 
both the agent’s participation in incommensurable technological realms, 
organised by different physical and temporal regimes and complex moral 
topographies, as well as their dependency on technology in developing 
their potentialities and moral excellences in organising their lifeworlds. 
Here, again, two strategies are shaping philosophical reflections. One is 
interventional and consists in setting limits and agendas for existing and 
future technologies,47 the other is hermeneutical and traces the pervasive 
influence and long-lasting coevolution of tools and humans, and followingly 
it accustoms members of the technological society to inevitability of 
technology.48 

From the virtue-ethical perspective, three questions demand answering 
here. First, what good technology is or how may it benefit to obtaining 
human good? Second, what does the virtuous agency in a technology-
pervaded environment consist in? The third question—one of the possible 
answers to which I shall outline in the last section—is theory-focused: 
Does the pervasiveness of technology demand the virtue-ethical analysis 
to be reshaped?

The answers to the first question typically consist of listing a number 
of areas in which technology broadens and strengthens human agency: 
information gathering and processing, controlling daily routine, or keeping 
in contact with distant significant others. However, a range of important 
doubts emerge. As research shows, some of the new technologies, such as 
social media platforms, might be addictive, partially because they are built 
to this effect49 and their effect on sustaining face-to-face human relations 
remains unclear,50 and the long-established forms of human acting and 
attention economy are undermined, so that the very basic capabilities 

Deskilling and Upskilling in a New Machine Age: Reflections on the Ambiguous 
Future of Character’, Philosophy of Technology, 28 (2015), pp. 107–124.

47 Luciano Floridi, Josh Cowls, Thomas C. King, and Mariarosaria Tadde, ‘How to 
Design AI for Social Good: Seven Essential Factors’, Science and Engineering 
Ethics, 26 (2020), pp. 1771–1796.

48 Shannon Vallor, Technology and the Virtues. A Philosophical Guide to a Future 
Worth Wanting (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).

49 Vikram R. Bhargava, Manuel Velasquez, ‘Ethics of the Attention Economy: The 
Problem of Social Media Addiction’, Business Ethics Quarterly, 31 (2021), pp. 
321–359. 

50 Shannon Vallor, ‘Flourishing on Facebook: Virtue Friendship & New Social 
Media’, Ethics and Information Technology, 14 (2012), pp. 185–199.
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of reflective self-control become endangered;51 all these give raise to 
questions of the future of agency which might become to an important 
degree deprived of skilled performance, and, followingly, of the kind of 
environment in which human relations could become obsolete,52 and hence 
to the necessity of including in ethical analysis the artificial substitutes of 
relations and partners.53 

This makes the development of a virtue perspective in the ethics of 
technology primarily interventional and focused on expressing the new 
situations and the needs of the agent in a moral framework that comes 
from a very different technological reality. The key benefit of this strategy 
is that it makes the language of virtues part of the intellectual repertoire 
of dealing with raising concerns of technology. However, what seems 
to be neglected—yet crucial part of an attempt to bringing virtue ethics 
into the ethics of technology—is not the way in which the old concepts 
could be adjusted to the changing environment, but rather that such an 
analysis should start with addressing the agent dependent on technological 
extensions in their acting as virtuous. For it is no longer a matter of 
analysing a virtuous-agent-plus-their-changing-environment in the way it 
could be done with the agent living in different social setting, but rather of 
analysing a technologically-transformed-virtuous-agent. 

3. Lessons from the Extended Mind Hypothesis

Addressing such an agent’s acting may focus of two issues. The first is 
to what extent the agent is reflective in choosing technology to supplement 
their agency. Historically this has not been given the attention it requires. 
Using a knife, a bow, or a microscope broadens human agency, but does 
not inhibit the development of the appropriate ability, while, recalling 
Clark’s and Chalmers’ example, entrusting the essential elements of one’s 
memory to external storage results in less emphasis on learning techniques 
of memorisation. However, this might be balanced by developing new 
skills, it may also make the new complex agency vulnerable to distortions 
of the non-human part of the assemblage.

51 Éilish Dukea, Christian Montag, ‘Smartphone Addiction, Daily Interruptions and 
Self-Reported Productivity’, Addictive Behaviors Reports, 6 (2017), pp. 90-95. 

52 John Danaher, ‘Technological Change and Human Obsolescence. An Axiological 
Analysis’, Techné: Research in Philosophy and Technology, forthcoming.

53 Anco Peeters, Pim Haselager, ‘Designing Virtuous Sex Robots’, International 
Journal of Social Robotics, 13 (2021), pp. 55-66.
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Hence, secondly, the updated virtue-ethical way of addressing human 
agency should take into account the unavoidable heterogeneity of human 
acting, as their agency is a matter of both individual decisions, desires, and 
social relations, and of relations with certain key objects. Therefore, just 
as there cannot be a flourishing agent without a well-rounded community, 
its flourishing can also be restricted by the deficiencies of the agent’s 
technological environment, ranging from the quality of information they 
work with to the affordances that technological supplementation brings, 
and the possibilities of their integration into a coherent moral unit that 
allows them to flourish.

Aristotle’s three conditions of virtuous agency need thus to be updated as 
both the knowledge on the basis on which the agents act and emotions which 
are the fabric of their choice, may be, to an important degree, independent 
of the human part of the human-technological assemblage. For aside of 
the extended memory, the growing extent to which contemporary agents 
depend on technological extensions in their everyday life—from keeping 
up with the medical requirement and emotional control, to the algorithms 
supporting partner-choosing—calls for recognition. The language and 
conceptual resources that could be useful here are those of EM.

According to EM, some objects can play active role in cognitive 
processes.54 To be so, the connection of human agent and the external part 
needs to be reverse, so that they act as a single unit. This reaches beyond 
the access to resources, for to act as an extended cognitive system, its parts 
need to be coupled causally, so that all of them are active and the lack of one 
of them would turn the entire system ineffective. What is of key importance 
here is the functional efficiency of the assemblage and its causal connection 
with other cognitive processes so that it works as a part of a system setting 
individual cognitive capacities, not its localisation, highlighting the 
importance of which may be misleading.55 EM requires this kind of system 
to be portable (as the brain and body are) and reliable, so that information 
obtained in this way would be treated as ‘naturally’ obtained and would not 
be put in question; it should also be easily accessible.56

54 Andy Clark, David Chalmers, ‘The Extended Mind’, Analysis, 58 (1998), pp. 
7-19.

55 Richard Menary, ‘Introduction: The Extended Mind in Focus’, in The Extended 
Mind, ed. by Richard Menary (Cambridge, Mass., London: The MIT Press, 2010), 
p. 5.

56 Andy Clark, ‘Memento’s Revenge: The Extended Mind, Extended’, in The 
Extended Mind, ed. by Richard Menary (Cambridge, Mass., London: The MIT 
Press, 2010), p. 46.
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Notice that in discussing the applicability of EM to ethics, the moral 
status of technological extensions might be, at least to a point, omitted. For 
what is of pivotal significance for seeing virtues as extended is not whether 
the extensions themselves have moral intentions or dispositions, but rather 
whether they may become part of a system (coupling) which could be 
described as virtuous, or whether they constitutively enable a virtuous act. 
The kind of agency that could be ascribed to them, then, consists not in 
the capacity to act independently of the human part of the coupling, but 
rather in being effective in changing the agent’s attitude towards a certain 
situation or task. 

In the classic view, what defines the scope of virtue is the kind of situation 
in which the agent is either habituated to behave in a certain way, or in their 
acting they aim at certain good. Thus, in some cases, to express virtue is 
to justly react to a situation defined by a relation to a group of people or 
objects which set the moral demand of the situation by finding the mean 
way, in the sense pointed out above, between two flanking faults and thus 
building up the prolonged disposition of dealing with this type of situation 
(people, objects) in a certain way. This may happen, to borrow Malafouris’ 
expression, ‘through, with, and about things, bodies, and others’57 in at least 
two ways. Firstly, for some of the virtues, it is impossible to develop and 
express them except for a close relation with a particular kind of object. 
Both in every-day life—with long-established regimes of clocks, watches, 
and calendars being the first step to, and cultural base for the growing 
demand for emotions- and relations-controlling apps—and in distinctive 
social practices, what we do and how we behave is organised by the items 
cooperating with us in goal-achieving, with the nudges from the items to 
which the agent outsources their self-control and by assimilating them into 
daily routine. Hence, for instance, a patient might outsource their dietary 
decisions to a glucometer.58 or their medication routine to an app in their 
smartphone, which amounts to outsourcing part of their temperance and 
act according to the temperate impulses from the extended self. Secondly, 
emotions are experienced, and thus might become subjected to refinement 
by the virtue, as reactions to the external world, and as such they are 
not only reactions to the environment, but also ways in which the agent 

57 Lambros Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind. A Theory of Material 
Engagement (Cambridge, Mass.. London: The MIT Press, 2013), p. 77.

58 Joseph Cevetello, ‘The Elite Glucometer’, in Turkle, Evocative Objects, pp. 62-
69.
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integrates with a community and shares their experiences and agency with 
others.59 

These amount to a moral ecology. In fact, every practice, seen along 
MacIntyrean lines, should be taken as both cognitive and moral niche,60 
and as local ecology consisting of human agents, social relations and 
institutions, as well as tools, tokens, and infrastructure. As practices are 
‘socially established’, that is, they answer certain social needs and bring 
certain types of goods, putting them in the centre of moral reasoning makes 
the entire view activity-centred,61 for what is the focal point of moral acting 
is the good being achieved so that human potentialities can be actualised 
and moral character developed. The focus on well-rounded community as 
a prerequisite of virtuous character of developing agents and on key goods 
being common goods is thus only a narrowing of a much broader problem 
of moral surrounding, which material and technical components’ activity 
call for scrutiny.

This might be doubtful, as Aristotelian virtue ethics is paradigmatically 
agent-centred, and virtue might only be ascribed to a developing sentient 
and intellectual being. Hence, an object might be a tool, but it does not 
take part in a virtuous activity as a (partial) agent. Two arguments could be 
pointed out against such a view. Firstly, the discussed kind of agency is not 
that of autonomous, self-sufficient actors, but that of complex, multilevel 
ones. The human agent is in fact a node in a vast network of their desires, 
potentialities, and dispositions, as well as significant others and goods 
they share with and collectively aims at with, institutions, tools, resources, 
and infrastructure. To highlight the active role of this extensions of their 
natural activity is not to deny its human character. It is rather to stress the 
complexity of moral ecology.

Secondly, this view does contain an important normative clause of 
agent’s acknowledgment of their dependency on technology. The action-
centredness is not governed by a set of rules, but rather it is organised around 
human agents who actively decide on the range of extensions involved. 
The point to which their decisions are conscious depends both on their own 
abilities of independent reasoning and acting and on the environment they 
inhabit. Hence, the structure of such an ecology may be either a matter of 

59 Jan Slaby, ‘Emotions and the Extended Mind’, in Collective Emotions: 
Perspectives from Psychology, Philosophy, and Sociology, ed. by Christian von 
Scheve, Mikko Salmela (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 32-46.

60 Piotr Machura, ‘Practices, Virtues, and Embedded Moral Cognition’, Filozofia, 
74 (2019), pp. 194-208.

61 Malafouris, How Things Shape the Mind, p. 149.
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social and economic forces mediated by life-style discourse, or the effect of 
sound and independent reasoning. Here, virtues, and especially the virtue 
of practical wisdom, are keys to keeping this ecology human. 

4. Conclusion

Since its renewal, the Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics has won its position 
as a reliable ethical stance with direct implications for professional and 
organisational practice. However, rapid growth of technicisation of daily 
life did not get adequate response. With the limited resources provided by 
its classical form, virtue ethics needs to look for new ways of addressing 
those issues. EM offers conceptual tools which enable to support the 
language of technomoral virtues with some more substantial vision of the 
virtuous agent.
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RATIONAL ANIMAL COMMUNICATION AND 
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

A Psycholinguistic Analysis

1. The Challenge: an alternative thesis

In the mid-1950’s the young Noam Chomsky began a revolution in the 
field of linguistics, one, however, which seems to have borne as much fruit 
in the sister science of what has come to be known as ‘cognitive science.’ 
Yet, as revolutions go, it has remained remarkably underreported, and for 
reasons among which is surely its unusually long residence in the realm 
of the highly speculative. Theories of the mind—perhaps especially those 
alleging the existence of a previously unrecognised or unappreciated 
conceptual faculty—, are faced in particular with a challenge of empirical 
verification.          

While the early Chomsky1 makes clear his view that language is a 
species-specific human capacity,2 he does not consider the specifically 
rational animal component of the linguistic puzzle. One could wish, 
for reasons some of which I shall try to unfold here, he had then at his 
disposal the robust conceptual framework centered around the dependent 
rational animal afforded us by—among others but especially—, Alasdair 
MacIntyre.3 In this essay I will attempt to develop an alternative thesis 
to Chomsky’s theory of the Universal Grammar, based on the work of 
Alasdair MacIntyre and the linguist Daniel Everett.

1 I say early as there seems to be a good deal of ambiguity as to Chomsky’s current 
views on various aspects of the revolution in linguistics he brought about. See 
especially ‘The Faculty of Language: What Is It, Who Has It and How Did It 
Evolve?’ (Noam Chomsky, Marc D. Hauser, W. Tecumseh Fitch, Science, 298 
(2002), pp. 36–55.

2 See especially, Noam Chomsky, Reflections on Language (New York:  Pantheon 
Books, 1975), p. 40.

3 Cf. Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals (Chicago:  Open Court, 
1999). See also, Michael Tomasello, The Cultural Origins of Human Cognition 
(Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1999).
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2. Universal Grammar

Central to the theses which collectively led to this unusually quiet 
revolution of Chomsky’s is the still revolutionary idea that, in simplest 
terms, we may justly assert that no one actually knows the fundamental 
rules of grammar. Now in order properly to unpack this claim, it needs to 
be first understood that for Chomsky the original sin was actually to believe 
that the various and sundry peoples of our world speak various and sundry 
languages—they do not. In terms of the fundamental structure there is but 
one human language, and he feels certain that an alien from another world 
would claim that all humans speak variations of a single language.4 Much 
of Chomsky’s storied career has been spent attempting to collect evidence 
for this speculative claim. More central to my thesis is the claim outlined 
above, namely that the rules of that single language are hidden away in the 
deep structures of the human mind.5 Our efforts to get at these will at best 
illumine some aspects of that single ‘Universal Grammar’ which governs 
what are ordinarily called the ‘languages’ of the world.

Naturally this bold claim will prompt us to ask: What is it, then, that we 
find in a grammar book, if not the rules of grammar? Here I can offer only 
the best analogy I can think of to clarify Chomsky’s view. The concepts 
we have developed for the analysis of a given natural language include 
what are commonly called the parts of speech. Thus, a noun, a verb, a 
direct object, and so on, are concepts we all imbibed in grade school. 
Let us consider them for a moment as analogous to the constellations of 
the night sky. Given that we all have a rough understanding of what the 
constellations are and a general idea of where they come from, we do not 
ordinarily entertain any such question as the following: But are they real?  
We will quickly affirm that the constellations are made up of objects which 
have a physical reality. That, however, only prompts us to clarify that we are 
asking whether the set of physical objects, as, say, Sagittarius, corresponds 
to a genuine structure which is more than purely mind-dependent. We may 
be intrigued by the consideration of whether, from the perspective of an 
observer several billion light years away, or better yet, from a god-like 
perspective, we would perceive the supposed structures which here on 
Earth we call the constellations.

4 Noam Chomsky, Chomsky On Anarchism (New York:  AK Press, 2005), p. 129.
5 There is an argument to be made that the term ‘deep structures’ may be misleading, 

and Chomsky has in more than one place expressed discomfort at its use (see 
Reflections, p. 82), yet it seems to convey the clearest idea regarding this notion 
of a universal grammar.
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Now think of the various constellations as analogous to parts of speech. 
Chomsky would have us believe that we have no particular reason for holding 
that our concept of, say, a direct object, corresponds to anything in the deep 
structure of human language, that is to say, the universal grammar governing 
all human ‘languages.’ For all we know, the character of universal grammar 
may be in fact vastly different from anything found in our common concepts 
of grammatical structure. A direct object, like the constellation Sagittarius, 
may be a rough approximation of something far more complex, or even of 
something radically different to what we took it for. Notice that we are tempted 
to believe constellations are real when we think of how they prove useful in 
both navigation and agriculture. For ages farmers have known they were to 
be harvesting their wheat when the Sun rose in Virgo. So likewise, a six-year 
old child, when given the first part of a sentence or independent clause, will, 
with considerable accuracy, indicate what part of speech the next portion or 
clause begins with. In other words, there seems to be something ‘there’ that 
our grammatical concepts correspond to. And yet, even a mere cursory perusal 
of published comprehensive grammars of any of our natural languages reveals 
countless exceptions to our grammar ‘rules’. This latter fact alone may lead us 
to the conclusion that our rules of grammar are but rough approximations of 
deep structures that remain largely opaque to our analytical gaze.  

3. The Rise of Artificial Intelligence

Let us now leave aside for the moment such questions as whether a 
direct object or Sagittarius are real. Instead, I would like us to consider 
the historical development of digital language translation, a project which 
extends back to the mid-twentieth century. Anyone who has used tools such 
as Google Translate will know that its translation skills were quite lacking 
up until recent years. Before then, many travelers discovered to their 
chagrin that relying on such digital translation systems often facilitated 
embarrassment rather than communication. But embarrassment aside, 
the tools then available were simply inadequate on several levels. Today, 
however, several of these tools are quite accurate; and as one uses them 
they get better.  

In point of fact, Noam Chomsky predicted as far back as the mid-
50’s that no computer would ever master a natural language,6 so long as 

6 I do not know of any place where Chomsky did make such a claim in print. In his 
speeches and interviews, however, he states that such was exactly his position in 
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that ‘mastering’ involved learning the rules of the language in question. 
Given the thesis outlined above concerning the existence of a universal 
grammar for all natural languages, a grammar for which we have only the 
most vague and faulty concepts, one can see the basis for his prediction—
we can hardly teach what we do not know. As an aside, I would like to 
remark that while I tried to convey the issue here by asking us to consider 
the constellations, Chomsky’s own preferred analogy is with biology: 
what we call a pronoun may be thought of as something analogous to 
a house cat. There is no concept of house cat in the official taxonomy 
used by biologists all over the world; no category of Felis domesticus 
will be held to correspond to the actual species existing in the world. 
And yet we find that the concept of house cat not only allows us to talk 
coherently about a single and clearly identifiable set of objects in the real 
world, but that it can be also the basis of prediction. I can show which 
object you had in mind when you used the word ‘house cat,’ even when 
forced to choose from among other felines. One other point should be 
observed here, for it will become relevant to my larger project later: for 
Chomsky, the social context of language is virtually irrelevant for the 
latter’s existence; he holds that language did not arise in a social context 
and is not dependent upon it for its continued existence.      

Let us assume for the moment that Chomsky’s prediction—that is, that 
no computer will ever learn the rules of any natural language grammar—
was accurate. Why is it, then, we have now something like Google 
Translate which can accurately translate the sentences of one language 
into another, and why did that happen when it did? Efforts at computer 
translation of human language reached a turning point in conjunction with 
the development of artificial intelligence. While the latter term has been 
used carelessly for a very long time and what it means is actually vague 
and uncertain, there is no doubt that the processing power of the most 
advanced machines in 2010 was at least two orders of magnitude greater 
than those in 2000. Efforts at teaching a system the rules of a language 
were largely, in fact almost wholly, abandoned.  Instead, the focus turned 
to the project of feeding powerful machines hundreds of millions of 
examples of coherent sentences, and programming those machines to 
find patterns in the sentences. So-called ‘machine learning’ was born. A 
powerful AI system can now build a ‘language model’ which represents a 
language in an entirely statistical fashion. How often, for example, does 

the 1950’s, the decade when the field (and the term ‘artificial intelligence’) came 
about, and the claim is wholly in line with his theory.
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it find that the New York Times, say, over 500,000 lines of text, followed 
the word-string ‘for all intents and’ with the word ‘purposes’ versus any 
other word in that language? (The language model underpinning the 
GPT-3 system has 175 billion unique parameters, each of which can be 
adjusted.)7 This method of the statistical modeling of language has come 
to the point where now academics are being offered to use a software 
which will grade students’ essays on their behalf—an impertinence that I 
will presume my readers will heartily eschew. We have then two distinct 
theses. (A) A mostly descriptive one:  no AI can genuinely learn a human 
language; and (B) a highly speculative one: (A) obtains because there is 
a universal linguistic template which all humans are born with.  

As it happens, (B) has a competitor. In the work of Daniel Everett8 it is 
held that every conversation, every speech-act, and every written sentence, 
contains a set of ‘blind spots.’ That is, every time we communicate via 
language, there is this alternate flow of below-the-surface information also 
being transferred, made up of emotions, innuendo, gestures, roles, social 
structures, ‘unspoken and assumed knowledge,’ etc., which collectively 
make clear the underdetermined nature of language. This ‘dark matter,’ 
as Everett calls it, is a necessary condition for a successful real language 
use, and it forms the material which fills in the blind spots on the surface-
level of language. In short, where the universal grammarians have removed 
the social aspects of language, Everett has made them the basis of his 
explanatory model. Chomsky’s thesis does not have any place for the 
social aspects of language, at least not in the origin of language. If I may 
offer a MacIntyrean angle to look at this issue, I will then state: Chomsky 
sees language as a species-specific faculty of a rational animal, but, on this 
alternate account, fails to see that it is a dependent rational animal. It is in 
this dependency of the human rational animal on others of its own kind that 
perhaps we may find the reason why no AI was able to master language 
before the statistical approach came about.

7 GPT-3 (Generative Pre-trained Transformer-3) is a language model created by 
OpenAI in San Francisco. Interestingly, the philosopher David Chalmers has said: 
‘I am open to the idea that a worm with 302 neurons is conscious, so I am open to 
the idea that GPT-3, with 175 billion parameters is conscious too’ (quoted in Amol 
Mavuduru, ‘What is GPT-3 and why is it so powerful’, Towards Data Science, 16 
February 2021).  

8 See the two volumes, Language:  The Cultural Tool (New York:  Vintage, 2012); 
How Language Began:  The Story of Humanity’s Greatest Invention (New York:  
Liveright, 2017).   
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Hans-Georg Gadamer held that every translation is an act of 
interpretation.9 Perhaps that interpretation, to be correct, requires the 
continual unravelling of the dark matter of language—something which is, 
to put it mildly, virtually impossible to do for an AI. The statistical turn in 
AI found a way around this problem. In essence, it found a way around the 
dependency of rational animal communication. Well before Everett began 
to formulate his dark-matter approach to language, Alasdair MacIntyre 
laid out a view of language which essentially sketches out a theoretical 
framework for that approach: ‘[T]he use of a language is always embedded 
in forms of social practice and to understand adequately what is said on 
particular occasions in a given language one must have some at least of 
the abilities of a participant in the relevant form of social practice.’10 Note 
the similarities with Everett’s description of a typical linguistic exchange: 
‘Language works only because people believe other people think enough 
like they do to understand what they want to tell them.’11 MacIntyre holds 
that lexical competency, and even mastery of syntax and grammatical 
structure, are not sufficient to make someone a competent speaker of a 
language.12 Rather, a ‘social context’ and one’s immersion within it is what 
makes it possible to fill in, in Everett’s words, the blank spots ever-present 
in a conversation.

4. AI Translation and Human Language Use

In order to try giving a coherent account of what exactly is happening 
with AI translation and how it differs from human language use, I will 
take a suggestion from Chomsky’s—that long-term observation of the way 
leaves fall from trees might provide a statistically more accurate prediction 
of that phenomenon than one using the latest methods of physics—and 

9 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York:  Continuum, 1975), p. 80.  
10 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 31. It is worth noting here that 

Tomasello (Cultural Origins) suggests humans build cultural content in a 
cumulative fashion, forging a sort of recursive cultural mechanism that is species-
specific.

11 How Language Began, p. 43. Everett gives an account here of seeing a man 
standing in front of the door of his home, holding bags of groceries and reaching 
in his pocket, noting the enormous amount of cultural knowledge involved in our 
realizing that he is searching for his keys.

12 ‘Uttering syntactically impeccable sentences at regular intervals is not exhibiting 
an ability to use language.’ (MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 31).
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offer an analogy.13 Consider the following. Imagine for a moment that a 
person from a place completely alien to technology were brought to upstate 
New York. Let us say this person comes from one of the most isolated 
places in the Amazonian jungle, and that he is brought to an ordinary house 
on an ordinary street in an ordinary small town of upstate New York. He is 
locked in the house and all his needs are provided for. What the Amazonian 
is able to do is to observe; in fact, let’s assume he spends hours and hours 
looking outside the window watching all that he can see happening in the 
neighborhood. When winter begins to approach, he notices that the leaves of 
the trees change their colour, that they slowly turn orange, red, and yellow, 
and eventually fall off. This is of course a phenomenon that astonishes 
him, as his experience is of entirely non-deciduous trees in his native land. 
Now let us go forward twenty-five years. The Amazonian is still living in 
the house in upstate New York and still observing. Now, however, he is a 
true expert in many things within the range of his observational powers. 
Consider this whole matter of the autumn foliage. After all these years our 
Amazonian, who, I must remark here, is a scrupulous observer, has gained 
an amazing predictive power in regard to various phenomena within his 
observational range. In fact, within a range of two or three days in early 
September, he can tell us when the first leaves will begin to change colour, 
and within three or four days, when the first leaves will fall. Moreover, he 
can tell us which tree will see colour-change first, which last, and which 
tree, over there in that corner near the bushes, will not change colour at 
all. He will tell us, based on his weather observations, when people will 
be wearing thick coverings on their bodies, when the two houses across 
the street will display pumpkins on their porch, and, curiously to him, 
when the elderly man who walks by each morning will suddenly begin to 
do so an hour later (along with other sudden changes correspondent with 
Daylight Saving Time).  

What is particularly noteworthy here is how accurate his predictions 
are. While having no knowledge of the actual causes of colour-changing in 
leaves (i.e., the decomposition of chlorophyll), or of the differences in the 
length of the day and night (the tilt of the earth, its rotation about the Sun, 
etc.), nevertheless he can likely give us a more accurate set of predictions 
on these matters than the agronomist or the physicist.  

Now I want to offer two comparisons here. First, the remarkable 
abilities of our Amazonian are analogous to what has occurred with 

13 Among other places, he has suggested such at a Steven Pinker-hosted conference:  
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=92GOS1VIGx> (accessed 4 April 2022).
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machine-learning AI techniques in regard to human language translation 
and ‘understanding.’ While of course there is a magnitude difference in 
terms of scale, the AI has simply observed patterns in massive numbers of 
examples in order thereby to gain the amazing ability to ‘predict’ (rather 
than translate) text. The AI does not better understand the rules of language 
than the Amazonian does the tilt and rotation of the planet, and yet the 
former outshines the old (grammar-learning) technique in the same way the 
latter does with the agronomist.

Now in the second place, notice how utterly mistaken is the Amazonian’s 
understanding of causal connections: he believes the pumpkins appear on 
the porches across the street to signal to the trees that it is now permissible 
to drop their leaves. Yes, once or twice in those twenty-five years some 
wayward leaf or two has fallen before the pumpkins showed up, but the 
pumpkins seemed to forgive such rebellion. He likewise knows that the 
leaves should begin to change their colours just after a man starts coming 
regularly to the house with a big machine (to deliver heating oil).The 
universal grammarians will hold that our grammatical categories may be as 
confused and off-base as the Amazonian’s pumpkin belief. But in the same 
way as the latter, our wrong understanding can still afford us an efficient 
and accurate way to use language. Moreover, there is a universal template 
laying out in abstract terms what a grammar may consist in, and those 
parameters did not develop in a social context. Hence, social immersion is 
not necessary for language mastery.

The MacIntyre-Everett thesis, on the other hand, would deny that such 
mysterious universal grammatical categories exist, and if we apply this 
thesis to the issue we are now considering, I believe it will still hold that 
the undercurrent of the socially-produced dark matter of language is what 
kept AI systems from mastering language before the statistical method 
arose. Linguistic exchange, on the purely lexical level, will always be 
underdetermined. In other words, there is an whole stream of below-the-
surface information that is exchanged in typical language use (gestures, 
facial expressions, tonality, subtle cultural content) which is not taught, and 
perhaps is not teachable, to the AI. MacIntyre’s insistence on the fact that 
successful language use is always embedded in forms of social practice 
may provide some clues regarding the history of the failure of AI language 
translation. What kept AI language translation from being successful was 
not some hidden grammatical content, but this stream of social-cultural 
content that is not conveyed by the words themselves. Additionally, the fact 
that this secondary stream is constantly changing was almost a guarantee 
for the project’s failure.  
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The application of artificial intelligence to the language problem is sort 
of like having an extra powerful Amazonian. If the Amazonian could get the 
date of the colour changing of the leaves; the date of the first leaf dropping; 
and the date of the pumpkin appearance just about right almost every year 
without understanding any of the actual causal connections or relevant 
concepts, I can then imagine that within a decade or so AI will achieve what 
will be, for all intents and purposes, virtually flawless translation—and that 
without the AI understanding language at all. If we are to be precise about 
the matter, I think we must conclude that the statistical approach essentially 
allows the AI to predict text rather than translate it.  

If we take a step back and compare these two competing theses, we may 
conclude that there is a sense in which they converge, i.e., as to why the 
AI translation project failed before the statistical approach emerged, but 
it is a superficial sense. Both hold that there is a set of rules of language 
use that cannot be taught to an AI. According to the UG theorists, these 
rules are computational in nature and are hard-wired in our minds at birth. 
According to the MacIntyre-Everett thesis, they are embedded in forms 
of social practice, and their successful use requires one to have ‘some at 
least of the abilities of a participant in the relevant form’ of that practice.14 
Both view these ‘rules’ of language use as somehow hidden. From the UG 
perspective, it is the abstract principles of language which are opaque to 
our understanding. The MacIntyre-Everett position, however, asserts that 
there is a below-the-surface body of content (Everett’s ‘dark matter’) that is 
exchanged in typical language use, which the participants are for the most 
part unaware of. The MacIntyre-Everett thesis is thus considerably less 
speculative, and may be situated philosophically within a broad conceptual 
framework of the functioning of dependent rational animals (see especially 
MacIntyre’s work of the same title), and also may offer a coherent account 
as to why, in the absence of this secondary stream of content, linguistic 
exchange so often crumbles.15 MacIntyre’s account emphasises the 

14 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 30.
15 Per one analysis, as much as 50% of all texts and even emails are misunderstood, 

as the intended emotional nuance is absent (see Ryan Jenkins, ‘50 Percent of 
Emails and Texts are Misunderstood, But There’s An Easy Way to Change That. 
Four reasons to use more emojis at work’, <https://www.entrepreneur.com/
article/346802/>  [accessed 4 April 2022]). Another analysis found that a third of 
adults have had a falling out with someone due to misreading a text (see Becky 
Snowden, ‘A third of adults have fallen out with someone after misreading text 
messages, according to research’, Independent, 10 September 2021 <https://www.
independent.co.uk/news/misreading-text-messages-research-adults-b1917768.
html> (accessed 4 April 2022).
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thoroughly conventional nature of human linguistic exchange: ‘Many of 
the relevant types of human social situation are highly stylized and the 
sentences used in them presuppose or refer to social situations in ways 
that already make use of the needed ability.’16 If we think of the words 
exchanged in a conversation as the surface-level content, then we may see 
that MacIntyre implies that there is a rich subsurface content. Furthermore, 
the recognition of the existence of this ‘highly stylized’ body of information 
being exchanged below the surface is just instrumental to see linguistic 
exchange as necessarily embedded within community. It lets us see that 
the rational animal of our biosphere, whose unique communication system 
we are here taking into consideration, is necessarily and fundamentally 
dependent. Human language, whose development must have increased 
early hominid cultural potential by orders of magnitude, could only have 
developed within the context of community. Community, in other words, is 
where the undercurrent of that unspoken dark matter of language developed 
alongside of and simultaneously with the surface level lexicon.

5. Conclusions

Alasdair MacIntyre tells us that all sorts of creatures (i.e., various 
species) engage in goal-directed action. That is to say, they have reasons 
for acting - reasons which relate to goals embodied in a set of goods.17 
However, in order to be reflective about their own reasons for acting, they 
require language. There may be some way we may speak of an artificial 
intelligence as having goals, but surely no AI can reflect on its goals, and 
it cannot do so for the same reason your cat cannot do so—it doesn’t have 
language. In order to reflect on its goals, it would need to be truly aware 
of what it is doing in the context of some larger purpose. But surely the AI 
does not know it is translating in the same way my coffeemaker does not 
know it is making coffee. It is, in essence, predicting text. Herein lies the 
core of the failed project of teaching the artificial intelligence the language 
rules. Indeed, going back to my previous analogy, an attempt to teach 
an AI the rules of human language is akin to asking our Amazonian to 
teach a class on deciduous trees, on leaf colour-changing, leaf-dropping, 
etc. His concepts (such as the appearance of the pumpkins; the heating 
oil deliveryman; etc.), unbeknownst to him, are hopelessly impoverished 

16 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, p. 31.
17 Ibid., p. 30.
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relative to the actual causal relationships involved, and this despite his 
amazing accuracy. Likewise, the AI’s amazing accuracy in predicting text 
using probabilistic methods should not mislead our understanding of what 
it is actually doing.

We began by examining what UG-theory had to offer in the way of 
explaining why efforts to teach an AI the rules of language failed until the 
rise of the statistical method, which identified patterns in massive numbers 
of examples. We then examined an alternative account, which brings 
together the work of Alasdair MacIntyre and Daniel Everett. This account 
emphasises the dependent nature of the unique communication system of 
the human rational animal. Using Everett’s ‘dark matter’ account of human 
linguistic exchange, we realised there is a secondary stream of content 
present in a conversation, which develops within a linguistic community in 
conjunction with its peculiar forms of social practice.

I suggest that the works of these two thinkers provide a unique way 
to look at the congeries of issues surrounding language and artificial 
intelligence, particularly as it relates to the historical development of AI 
translation efforts. The convergence of their views provides a coherent 
account of language, one that finds its locus in the dependent nature of 
rational animals. Furthermore, compared to the theory of Universal 
Grammar, it is both more in line with our evolutionary history and more 
consistent with our intuitions regarding human nature.
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MACINTYRE, PRACTICAL REASON,  
AND LAW

Some Remarks1

1. Introduction

This contribution aims to highlight some of the aspects of MacIntyre’s 
approach concerning law and the political-institutional dimension. Taking 
into account the global theoretical framework elaborated by MacIntyre, law 
and politics should be regarded as levels or forms of the practical reason: 
More precisely, law and politics are thought as belonging to ‘practical 
reason’. Starting from this conceptual horizon, this paper focuses on the 
following theoretical points: the MacIntyrean concept of law; his model of 
politics; and lastly on some of those features of the theoretical landscape 
in which he operates, with special focus on the ideas of ‘tradition’ and 
‘practical reason’. 

2. MacIntyre and Law 

The approach to the legal sphere elaborated by MacIntyre appears 
to be rather problematic. Two aspects in particular shall be taken into 
consideration. First, we ought to examine in depth the close relation 
between law and agency, or in other words, moral behavior and the idea of 
human agency, without overlooking the Greek roots of the concept nor the 
crucial notion of ‘justice’. Second, we need to investigate the conceptual 
circle which connects the notions of law, agency, and modernity, as well as 
its reflexes related to the liberal model.

As abovementioned, law belongs to practical reason according to 
MacIntyre. More precisely, the legal sphere should be properly understood 
as a dimension of human agency and moral behavior. This idea can be 

1 I would like to thank Prof. Sante Maletta for inviting me to contribute and Prof. 
Jim Kelly for his relevant comments and suggestions.
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tracked back to MacIntyre’s interpretation of the Greek world,2 which is the 
main point of reference of his concept of law (lato sensu normativity) and 
human agency, considered as a part of practical reason and as something 
based on a specific paradigm of natural law. Taking this into consideration, 
it is possible to highlight a critical passage. The classical approach, in a 
paradigmatic manner Aristotle’s outlook, draws a close relation between 
different levels: the pair polis-community (koinonia); the dimension of law; 
and the role of ethics, in which virtue represent the fundamental principle. 
However, the distinction between the three levels is still maintained. 
Aristotle and the Greek universe never fail to put emphasis on the specific 
space of law (including politics) and ethics, and always distinguish 
between the theoretical level and the practical dimension (or practice).3 
On the contrary, MacIntyre’s reading of the Greek perspective, which is 
based on the notion of ‘virtue’, establishes a sort of superimposition. In 
other words, he seems to draw a direct continuum among the three levels: 
community (intended as theoretical synthesis and conceptualization of 
the social life, and not just as a generic communal dimension); law; and 
ethics (or morality). Consequently, MacIntyre does not seem to distinguish 
between the conceptual sphere and the historical-contextual dimension.4 

Within this framework, the notion of ‘justice’ (dike) plays a crucial role. 
It is a sort of synthesis of three ambits (law, agency, and moral behavior) 
related to the Greek tradition of community (koinonia). The concept of 
community must be understood as a conceptual scheme: it cannot be 
understood in the generic sense of ‘communal’ or, in a different way, 
through the lens of the ideology of contemporary communitarianism. As a 
conceptual scheme, it possesses a ‘narrative dimension’: by analyzing the 

2 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn (Notre Dame, In.: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2007), pp. 152-153. Furthermore see Giovanni Bombelli, Occidente 
e ‘figure’ comunitarie (volume introduttivo). ‘Comunitarismo’ e ‘comunità’: Un 
percorso critico-esplorativo tra filosofia e diritto (Napoli: Jovene, 2010).

3 Cf. Giovanni Bombelli, ‘Aristotle on Justice and Law: Koinonia, Justice and 
Politeia’, in Human Rights, Rule of Law and the Contemporary Social Challenges 
in Complex Societies: Proceedings of the XXVI World Congress of Philosophy of 
Law and Social Philosophy of the Internationale Vereinigung für Rechts-und 
Sozialphilosophie, ed. by Marcelo Galuppo and others (Belo Horizonte: Initia 
Via, 2015), pp. 1080-1101.

4 MacIntyre, After Virtue, especially chapters 10-16. About the interpretation of 
Aristotle see also Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics: Selected Essays. 
Volume 2 (Cambridge Uk: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 3-40; on the 
theoretical line ‘tradition-ethics’ Cristopher Stephen Lutz, Tradition in the Ethics 
of Alasdair MacIntyre. Relativism, Thomism and Philosophy (Oxford UK.: 
Lexington Books, 2004).
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Homeric world, the medieval period, and the turning point of modernity, 
MacIntyre puts emphasis on the notion of ‘justice’, drawing from St. 
Augustin and the Thomistic tradition. ‘Justice’ encompasses the entire 
universe of law and can be elaborated only within a communitarian 
tradition as a research programme or a ‘narrative’. 

MacIntyre’s concept of ‘justice’ entails a substantial and contextual 
model of ‘justice’ which is developed through critiquing the liberal model 
of ‘justice’ and of ‘good’. First, this implies rethinking the problem of 
justice in light of the Western tradition: this is what the whole MacIntyrean 
reinterpretation of the Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition and the analysis of 
the conflict between the ‘two roads’ generated by the Enlightenment aim to 
achieve.5 Furthermore, this reflection entails a specific concept of ‘justice-
good’, which is structurally embedded within historical-institutional 
coordinates.

MacIntyre builds this framework to face the contemporary philosophical-
moral debate by focusing on the link between practical reason and justice. 
The relation between ‘practical reason’ and ‘justice’ is the crucial point, 
especially if we consider the direct impact of the models describing the 
‘practical reason’ on the patterns of ‘justice’.

However, from a theoretical point of view, this theory appears rather 
paradoxical. The re-evaluation of the Aristotelian (and Greek) perspective 
hinders MacIntyre from grasping the complexity of the classical framework 
of ‘justice’: the attempt to identify in the concept of ‘good’ the foundation 
of the idea of ‘justice’, in opposition to liberalism, seems unsatisfactory. 
Similarly to some aspects of the communitarian criticism of liberalism,6 
the absence of criteria results in it being an ‘empty’ scheme. The ethical 
(i.e. historical, substantial, etc.) reference ‘conceals’ the concept of justice: 
At a closer look, MacIntyre’s ‘justice’ becomes some sort of subjectivist-
stoic virtue. More precisely, the absence of formal distinctions (morality 
vs. law, vs. politics, and so on) leads to the unsatisfactory development of 
the ‘legal-formal’ side. Implementing a strong contextualism—especially 
developed to criticise the deontological-liberal proceduralism—, makes 
the articulation of the apparatus (or system) of the norms seem secondary. 
Nevertheless, such articulation is the specific trait of the modern idea of 
law - at least within the paradigm traced by the conceptual line defining the 
Hobbesian-Kelsenian legal science.

5 Cf. Alsdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, In.: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1988).

6 Cf. Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (Cambridge, Ma., 
Cambridge University Press, 1982).
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The outcome looks rather questionable. Justice somehow seems to be 
‘absorbed’ within the communitarian world—a very problematic dynamic, 
which can sometimes generate a totalitarian inclination (for instance, 
consider the relation among community, justice, and education).7 On the 
contrary, the ‘formal’ and sophisticated nature of the Aristotelian and Greek 
perspective allows to maintain a critical space between the conceptual 
level and the sociological/historical substratum (in the traditional lexicon: 
between theory and praxis), whereas MacIntyre seems to underestimate 
this distinction. 

The contemporary absence of an exemplary context (the polis) makes 
MacIntyre’s proposal controversial and theoretically problematic. 
Consequently, the attempted implementation of the ethical-political scheme 
inspired by the polis or by a ‘new’ concept of polis, including the idea 
of ‘justice’, takes the shape of a mere ethical (not properly legal) claim. 
The complex equation ‘practical reason = agency = community = law’ 
elaborated by MacIntyre appears to provide a sterile concept of ‘justice’, 
especially in the light of the current global scenario.8

The previous remarks show how MacIntyre’s perspective on law is 
problematic and serve as an introduction to the second issue concerning the 
conceptual circle ‘law‒agency‒modernity’. On the one hand, MacIntyre 
has the merit to underline that practical reason is what differentiate human 
beings from animals (‘rational animals’ included).9 Thus, law should be 
understood as a particular form of  practical reason and, in a wider sense, 
of human agency—if we acknowledge its peculiar language, categories, 
and so on. On the other hand, MacIntyre does not grasp the specific nature 
of law. Moving from a tortuous perspective about modernity, MacIntyre 
hardly focuses on a modern and specific idea of ‘law’, especially when 
compared to other dimensions, like morality and theology. 

As it is clearly pointed out in A Short History of Ethics, the pair 
individuum-subjective rights is paradigmatic:

7 Cf. Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘The Idea of an Educated Public’, in Education and 
Values: The Richard Peters Lectures, ed. by Graham Haydon (London: University 
of London, 1987), pp. 15-36; Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Catholic Universities. Dangers, 
Hopes, Choices’, in Higher Learning and Catholic Traditions, ed. by Robert E. 
Sullivan (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), pp. 1-21.

8 About this point, cf. Social Justice, Global Dynamics: Theoretical and Empirical 
Perspectives, ed. by Ayelet Banai and others (London-New York: Routledge, 
2011). 

9 The topic is discussed in Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals. Why 
Human Beings Need the Virtues (Chicago: Open Court, 1999), especially chapters 
2-4.
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The individual is now on the scene with a vengeance. […] We thus find 
a form of social life in which a traditional order is challenged by forms of 
innovation in which liberty and property are twin sides of the same coin. 
[…] It is the doctrine that every man has a natural right to certain freedoms 
simply because he is a man […]. So came the doctrine of natural rights in its 
revolutionary form into the modern world.10 

This historical-conceptual scheme implies a crucial corollary: the 
cardinal postulate of the human rights doctrine and the separation between 
the ‘private sphere’ and the ‘public sphere (State)’. Indeed, 

no one has a right against me unless he can cite some contract, my consent 
to it, and his performance of his obligations under it. […] [T]he function of 
the doctrine of natural rights to lay down conditions to which anyone who 
wishes to establish a right against me must conform.[…] [T]he very claims of 
the state imply and allow a prepolitical (and such is the force of natural right 
of the individual) over whom authority is asserted to be satisfied that there is 
a contract, that he has consented to it, and that the state has performed its part. 
[…] Thus the doctrine of natural rights is in this form a key doctrine of liberty.11

This matter is furtherly examined in After Virtue. First, the private 
sphere coincides with the ‘private dimension’ which took shape during the 
eighteenth century and particularly through the development of the notion 
of ‘subjective right’ and its consequent interpretation in terms of ‘human 
rights’. In other words:

The best reason for asserting [that there are no natural or human rights] 
is indeed of precisely the same type as the best reason which we possess for 
asserting that there are no witches and the best reason which we possess for 
asserting that there are no unicorns: every attempt to give good reasons for 
believing that there are such rights has failed. […] Natural or human rights then 
are fictions—just as is utility—but fictions with highly specific properties.12

Second, it is here that the problem of modernity emerges: 

The concept of rights was generated to serve one set of purposes as part 
of the social invention of the autonomous moral agent, the concept of utility 
was divised for quite another set of purposes. And both were elaborated in a 

10 Alasdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics (New York: MacMillan Publishing 
Company, 1966), pp. 151-154.

11 Ibid., pp. 155-156.
12 MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 69-70 (emphasis in the text).
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situation in which substitute artifacts for the concepts of an older and more 
traditional morality were required, substitutes that had to have a radical 
innovative character if they were to give even an appearance of performing 
their new social functions.13

Along these lines, the entire contemporary debate is characterised 
by a ’moral idiom’ in order to provide ‘[a] semblance of rationality for 
the modern political process, but not its reality. The mock rationality of 
the debate conceals the arbitrariness of the will and power at work in its 
resolution’.14 Hence a distinctive doctrine of (human) rights takes shape 
within the modern perspective: it is frequently understood in terms of 
‘protest’ and as a process of ’unmasking/revelation’.

Similarly to Charles Taylor,15 MacIntyre argues for a twofold (i.e. 
double-face) modernity or, better, a twofold liberalism in the light of the 
controversial equation ‘modernity = liberalism’ he himself proposed. On the 
basis of this perspective, the modern axiological pluralism - paradigmatically 
exemplified by the idea of ‘market’—prevents the ontological foundation 
of the concept of ‘good’ and also leads to a non-Aristotelian/Greek 
articulation of justice. Thus, the new modern framework, which is based 
on the idea of ‘individuum’ and on an abstract model of ‘rationality’, raises 
an endless dispute around the concept of ‘right (justice)’ and ‘good’. The 
problem of the legitimation of the rules somehow replaces the question 
about the foundation of the principles of justice. 

The role of liberalism as the counterpart of modernity comes to light. As 
rooted in a particular model of practical reasoning/justice, liberalism has 
failed to represent a ‘neutral ground’. Nevertheless, liberalism, or more 
precisely modernity reframed as a ‘liberal tradition’, has to postulate a 
specific theory about the notion of ‘good’: according to MacIntyre, every 
model of ‘justice’ and ‘practical reason’ relies on a ’tradition’.

Two sides of liberalism (or better, the pair liberalism-modernity) take 
shape. On the one hand, regardless of historical factors, liberalism gives rise 
to a type of abstract ‘unity’ of the subject. On the other, from a substantial 
perspective, the axiological pluralism at the basis of the contemporary 
democracies raises the crucial issues around the notions of ‘good’ and of 
’identity’, as showed by the question of distributive legitimacy discussed 

13 Ibid., p. 70. 
14 Ibid., p. 71.
15 Cf. Charles Taylor, The Malaise of Modernity (Toronto: Anansi, 1991) and Charles 

Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge Ma.: Harvard University Press, 2007). 



G. Bombelli - MacIntyre, Practical Reason, and Law  201

by Robert Nozick16, as well as by the theory of needs developed by John 
Rawls.17 Both perspectives hark back to the central-classical role of ‘virtue’, 
but they lack a substantive definition of ’justice’: a relevant theoretical 
aporia, which is rooted in a problematic definition of ‘community’. In this 
way, the functional-individualist reduction of politics can be understood 
as the corollary of the logical nexus linking liberalism, community, and 
justice.

In conclusion, MacIntyre offers a problematic and a rather one-sided 
model of modernity. He does not seem to understand the typical nature 
of the modern model of law. Starting from a peculiar interpretation of 
modernity,18 MacIntyre elaborates a particular paradigm of law, which is 
very distant from the modern-contemporary and formal-based idea of a 
legal sphere: in other words, he does not seem to grasp the specific nature 
of the ‘legal modernity’. 

3. MacIntyre and the Political-Institutional Dimension

MacIntyre’s problematic perspective on law involves a few relevant 
political-institutional consequences. We shall focus on two interconnected 
points: the conceptual level regarding the analysis of the ‘political 
modernity’ (or the relation politics-modernity) and, strictly inherent to 
this, the political-institutional proposal. In regard to the first level, the 
pivotal point is the emphasis given to the communitarian dimension 
(according to the previously mentioned acceptance): this implies a sort 
of superimposition of the historical-societal background onto the political 
level. Through discussing the conflict between classical community and 
modern liberalism, MacIntyre tries to find a mediation between the two 
elements, but the result appears to be slightly aporetic. On a closer view, 
a questionable interpretation of modernity emerges, which concerns two 
aspects in particular: language and virtue. Both can somehow be understood 
as the logical-experiential ‘knots’ underlying the pair modernity-tradition, 
including its ethical and normative projections. Let us examine them one 
by one.

16 Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (Oxford: Blackwell, 1974). 
17 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge Ma.: Harvard University Press, 

1971).
18 Terry Pinkard, ‘MacIntyre’s Critique of Modernity’, in Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. by 

Mark C. Murphy (Cambridge Ma.: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 176-
200.
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MacIntyre’s analysis starts from the contemporary and post-modern idea 
of the fragmented and de-structured ‘identity’: a complex landscape, which 
is characterised by scattered instances related to the historical dimension 
and to a narrative/community-based level. In this context, language 
represents the contextual horizon of the subjective identity for promoting 
a new debate on narrative models and traditions. Here is the first aporetic 
passage. Compared to the classical scenario, modernity shows a very 
different development of the linguistic dimension and especially of the idea 
of ‘dialogue’. For instance, MacIntyre hardly discusses the ‘universalist-
formal’ perspectives within the theoretical line Apel-Habermas: from this 
point of view, Charles Taylor’s analysis appears to be more sophisticated.19 
In a similar fashion, modern individualism separates the subjective identity 
(the ‘self’) from its spatiotemporal rooting in social relations and such 
process erases the conflictual tension among different traditions: it is here 
that the above-mentioned dimension of virtue emerges. 

Moving from a liberalist perspective, the radical re-discussion of the 
classical concept of ‘virtue’ implies some sort of pluralism, which cannot 
define the ‘virtuous agency’. In this regard, MacIntyre points out:

My own conclusion is very clear. It is that on the one hand we still, in spite 
of the efforts of three centuries of moral philosophy and one of sociology, lack 
any coherent rationally defensible statement of a liberal individualist point of 
view; and that, on the other hand, the Aristotelian tradition can be restated in a 
way that restores intelligibility and rationality to our moral and social attitudes 
and commitments.20

MacIntyre emphasises the ideal of local communities based on the 
concept of ‘virtue’: we could say, ‘after virtue’… once again, virtue. 

This is the second aporetic point, which is related to the dialectics 
between the reproposal/restatement of ‘virtue’ and the transformation of 
‘modernity’ into ‘tradition’, here understood as a liberal-oriented scheme. 
In other words, the contemporary rethinking of ‘virtue’ structurally relies 
on an individualist ‘sphere’ and on the (irreversible?) decline of the 
finalistic communitarian horizon: ‘virtue’ becomes a mere ‘stoic exercise’ 
or a ‘domestic practice’, if we use the lexicon proposed by MacIntyre and 
consider his reference to the polis.

19 See for instance Charles Taylor, ‘Language and Human Nature’, in Charles Taylor, 
Philosophical Papers. Volume II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
chapter 9.

20 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 259.
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The paradoxical trait of MacIntyre’s argument becomes clear. The 
individualist meaning of the concept of ‘virtue’ logically implies the 
acceptance of the modern horizon: MacIntyre is still within modernity (or 
within the modern tradition). The result is a heterogeneity of ends. The 
critical approach to the ‘modern project’, developed through referencing 
an ‘alternative’ classical-inspired project, is transformed into a modern 
perspective: once again, MacIntyre remains within modernity. 

Now we can better understand MacIntyre’s political institutional 
proposal. It is to be understood in the light of the communitarian (or neo-
communitarian) critique to liberalism and its democratic-constitutional 
apparatus. Despite the position expressed by MacIntyre on some occasions,21 
it should be noted that the conceptual architecture of his theoretical model 
can be assimilated to the specific contemporary communitarian debate on 
some key ideas: the idea of community, the reference to tradition, and so 
on.

In light of this, we shall focus on two specific ideas in order to rethink 
the liberalist perspective: ‘patriotism’ and the ’republican solution’. Both 
concepts aim at ‘renewing’ liberalism and the idea of the State in a way 
that entails a sort of ‘communitarisation’ of the State’s apparatus. The 
patriotic perspective pursues a ‘transformative’ goal.22 Through an ethical 
re-reading of the liberal architecture, the model of patriotism relies on 
the idea of ‘national community’ (or virtuous patriotism) as a basis for 
the legal-political obligation to ‘change’ liberalism.23 The ‘republican 
solution’ perspective harks back to the humanistic-civic tradition and two 
versions of it can actually be identified. It displays a ‘conciliative’ nature 
and unfolds differently depending on the approach: for instance, Charles 
Taylor24 emphasises the holistic foundation of liberalism, whereas Sandel25 
draws on the historical-American legacy. Differences aside, the general 

21 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘I’m not a communitarian but…’, The Responsive Community, 
1:3 (1991), pp. 91-92. 

22 Alasdair MacIntyre, Is Patriotism a Virtue? (Lindley Lecture: University of 
Kansas, 1984) available at the link https://mirror.explodie.org/Is%20
Patriotism%20a%20Virtue-1984.pdf. 

23 Alasdair MacIntyre, Marxism and Christianity (Notre Dame In.: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1968) as regards the relation Marxism-Christianity and the 
necessity to rethink the liberal-democratic plexus.

24 Charles Taylor, ‘Cross-purposes: The Liberal-Communitarian Debate’, in 
Liberalism and the Moral Life, ed. by Nancy L. Rosenblum (Cambridge Ma.- 
London: Harvard University Press, 1989), pp. 159-182.  

25 Michael J. Sandel, Democracy’s Discontent. America in Search of a Public 
Philosophy (London-Cambridge Ma.: Harvard University Press, 1996).
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model adopts a sort of ‘republican patriotism’26 in order to make room for 
the classical liberal principles and legal protections.    

Regarding MacIntyre’s position and his ‘virtuous patriotism’, the 
criticism of the liberal perspective calls into question its neutral nature 
and the moral-abstract model of morality in conflict with the identitarian 
models (or ‘patriotic’ perspectives). Although revisited, the universalist 
framework of liberalism overlooks the communitarian root of morality: At 
a closer look, the liberal ‘rules’ and ‘goods’ are always grounded in specific 
contexts. It is along these lines that the concept of ‘patriotism’ takes form. 
In tension with the idea of ‘singular communities’ originally proposed in 
After Virtue, the concept of ‘patriotism’ merges the two poles of MacIntyre’s 
argument: virtue and community. Patriotism should indeed be understood 
as a community-based virtue and not as an irrational disposition, as defined 
by a particular liberalist interpretation of the patriotic orientation. 

More specifically, the institutional architecture of the State (‘State’ 
itself) is certainly a set of formal and individualist rules at a political-
institutional level. At the same time, within a narrative horizon, the State 
is to be conceived in accordance with an identitarian perspective and as a 
place (community?) for the subjective identity: i.e., in terms of ‘virtuous 
practice’, closely related to the equation ‘State = community’. In this way, 
patriotism ’encounters’ the idea of ‘nation’ as a ‘project’ by tracing a sort 
of relation between past and present.27 The historical dimension of the 
individual ‘morality’ develops through patriotism insofar as it relies on the 
history of the ‘nation-country’, as MacIntyre points out in a key passage:

Patriotism […] is defined in terms of a kind of loyalty to a particular 
nation which only those possessing that particular nationality can exhibit. 
Only Frenchmen can be patriotic about France, while anyone can make the 
cause of civilisation their own. […] Patriotism is not to be confused with a 
mindless loyalty to one’s own particular nation which has no regard at all 
for the characteristics of that particular nation. Patriotism does generally and 
characteristically involve a peculiar regard not just for one’s own nation, but 
for the particular characteristics and merits and achievements of one’s own 
nation.28 

26 About this topic cf. Richard Dagger, ‘Patriotism and Republicanism’, in Handbook 
of Patriotism, ed. by M. Sardoč (Cham: Springer, 2020), pp 87-104.

27 About the concepts of ‘State’ and ’nation-State’ see also MacIntyre, Dependent 
Rational Animals, chapter 11.

28 MacIntyre, Is Patriotism a Virtue?, p. 4.
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Once again, MacIntyre’s analysis appears to be slightly aporetic and 
therefore it raises some doubts around his political proposal. Besides 
the exclusive reference to the American scenario (and to ‘certain types 
of national community [and] under certain conditions’),29 which is a 
common problematic trait of the entire communitarian approach, two 
main contradictions can be seen. At a theoretical level, MacIntyre seems 
to accept the modern State (although under the condition of a ‘virtuous’ 
rethinking), but we can identify a theoretical problem: How can a patriotic 
re-reading of the State ‘rehabilitate’ the abstract neutrality of the moral 
model at the root of the liberal framework (in light of a questionable 
analysis of modernity as well)? At an operative level, how can we interpret 
the typical ‘results’ of the legal-political modernity (the idea of ‘subjective 
right’; the implementation of ‘constitutional charts’; etc.) in a patriotic-
communitarian perspective? Such legal-political institutions have indeed 
developed much differently to what MacIntyrean envisioned. 

Despite MacIntyre’s argumentation, the pair community-nation and the 
related republicanist perspective proposed by him are not persuasive and 
‘natural’ at all at a closer look. The relation between community and nation 
moves from a particular (i.e., Western and modern) articulation of the Typus 
community. In other words, community per se cannot be identified with 
‘nation’ in the same manner as the Greek polis was not properly a ‘State’. 

On the basis of his previous acceptance of ‘republicanism’, at this level 
MacIntyre’s republican model becomes clear. Despite his criticism of 
republican authors such as Machiavelli and Rousseau, as delineated in A 
Short History of Ethics, and his silence on contemporary debates (see John 
Pocock and Philip Pettit), the conceptual model elaborated by MacIntyre 
can be compared to the republicanist framework.30 Moving from the 
republican sequence community-nation (i.e. the State), it especially 
relies on the crucial notion of ‘civic virtue’, as suggested in After Virtue, 
Whose Justice? Which Rationality? and Dependent Rational Animals.31 

29 Ibid., p. 16.
30 Cf. Sante Maletta, Biografia della ragione. Saggio sulla filosofia politica di 

MacIntyre (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2007), pp. 54-55; contra cf. Philip 
Pettit, ‘Liberal/Communitarian: MacIntyre’s Mesmeric Dichotomy’, in After 
MacIntyre: Critical Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. by John 
Horton and Susan Mendus (Cambridge, Uk: Polity Press, 1994), pp. 176-204: 
according to Pettit, MacIntyre’s perspective belongs to the modern dialectics 
between the Enlightenment and the Anti-Enlightenment without any relation to 
the ‘third’ possibility represented by republicanism.

31 Cf. MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 181-182 about the social côté of the moral virtue 
within the Greek universe with particular regard to the polis; MacIntyre, Whose 
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It is a complex conceptual model, which is articulated around some sort 
of superimposition of the moral dimension onto the civic engagement, of 
‘moral virtue’ onto civic virtue or duty.32  

It is in light of such conceptualisation that MacIntyre’s idea of the 
State as a sort of ‘research community’ takes shape. Such idea though 
seems very problematic both in regard to the connection between the 
State and community, and in regard to the concept of ‘research’. The 
MacIntyrean concept of ‘community of research’ is developed only within 
a communitarian ‘tradition’: once again within a different context when 
compared to the modern idea of State.

In conclusion, MacIntyre fails to understand the autonomy of politics 
conceptualised during modernity: his approach to the liberal model entails 
an ambiguous re-conceptualisation of the modern democratic-constitutional 
apparatus and implies a very questionable political model, which is based 
on a new form of communitarianism and on virtuous patriotism, i.e. on a 
particular form of republicanism.

Justice? Which Rationality?, chapter 7, moving from the Aristotelian (i.e. Greek) 
concept of justice and in light of the relation between civic and individual virtue: 
‘there is no incompatibility between the pursuit of civic and the pursuit if 
individual virtue’ (p. 108), and in the same work p. 142 (concerning the notion of 
eudaimonia as embodied in the life of civic duty’), p. 147 (‘the links between 
civic religion and the political community’ within the Roman period), p. 192 
about the conceptual line Aristotle-Aquinas as concerning the nexus between 
civic virtues-polis) and p. 347 (the question of individualist civic virtue within 
Robert Dahls’outlook); MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, chapter 10 and 
in particular MacIntyre’s remarks concerning the Lakota Sioux ethical-legal-
political concept of ’wancantognaka’ as a complex example of social reciprocity.

32 The point has been deepened in light of the pair ‘justice-civic virtue’. For instance, 
cf. Michael Sandel, Justice. What’s the Right Thing To Do? (London: Allen Lane, 
2009): according to Sandel, ‘civic virtue’ refers to ’attitudes and dispositions 
[and]qualities of character, on which a good society depends’ (p. 8). Furthermore 
cf. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge Ma.: Harvard University Press, 
1971), pp. 4-5: ‘Among individuals with disparate aims and purposes a shared 
conception of justice establishes the bonds of civic friendship; the general desire 
for justice limits the pursuit of other ends. One may think of a public conception 
of justice as constituting the fundamental charter of a well-ordered human 
association’.
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4. Two Final Questions

The aforementioned conceptual horizon of the practical reason - which 
is assumed by MacIntyre’s approach to law and politics and more generally 
by his communitarian perspective—is confirmation for the methodological 
impasse related to this model. The problematic theoretical interpretation 
of the historical references (especially the references to the Greek world 
and to modernity)33 involves a sort of eclecticism, which implicates the 
superimposition of the descriptive approach onto the evaluative level 
underlying the entire conceptual architecture. The type of historicism 
MacIntyre achieves is grounded in the conceptual pair ‘context-narration’: 
this corroborates the thesis that MacIntyre remains within a modern, or better 
a post-modern, dimension. Such conceptual framework is based on two 
pivotal points: the idea of ‘tradition’ (including its communitarian basis); 
and the model of ‘practical reason’. Both concepts deeply characterise the 
MacIntyrean approach and therefore should be examined separately. 

MacIntyre’s entire philosophical account is closely connected to the idea 
of ‘tradition’, also considered as a ‘research program’,34 whose definition is 
summarised in the following long yet crucial passage:

A tradition is an argument extended through time in which certain 
fundamental agreements are defined and redefined in terms of two kinds 
of conflict: those with critics and enemies external to the tradition who 
reject all or at least key parts of those fundamental agreements, and those 
internal, interpretative debates through which the meaning and rationale of 
the fundamental agreements come to be expressed and by whose progress a 
tradition is constituted. Such internal debates may on occasion destroy what 
had been the basis of common fundamental agreement, so that either a tradition 
divides into two or more warring components, whose adherents are transformed 
into external critics of each other’s positions, or else the tradition loses all 
coherence and fails to survive. It can also happen that two traditions, hitherto 
independent and even antagonistic, can come to recognize possibilities of 
fundamental agreement and reconstitute themselves as a single, more complex 
debate. To appeal to tradition is to insist that we cannot adequately identify 
either our own commitments or those of others in the argumentative conflicts 
of the present except by situating them within those histories which made 
them what they have now become. And insofar as those present argumentative 
conflicts concern the nature of justice, that of practical reasoning, and their 

33 About this aspect cf. The MacIntyre Reader, ed. by Kelvin Knight (Cambridge 
-Oxford, UK: Polity Press, 1998).

34 On this topics Thomas D’Andrea, Tradition, Rationality and Virtue: the Thought 
of Alasdair MacIntyre (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007).
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mutual relationship, the relevant histories cannot be made intelligible without a 
recognition of the degree to which they are an extension and a continuation of 
a history of conflict found in the Athenian social and cultural order during the 
fifth and fourth centuries.35

The idea of tradition can be understood in two opposite ways. In a 
positive way, ‘tradition’ (especially the Greek-classical tradition as well 
as the Scottish heritage) is frequently identified with a ‘practice’36 as a 
constitutive dimension of law: in other words, ‘law’ and ’tradition’ cannot 
be separated. However, the concept of ’tradition’ should also be understood 
in a negative manner. Modern ‘tradition’ or, following the MacIntyrean 
lexicon, the modern ‘narrative’ indeed implies a radical rethinking of the 
concept of ‘practice’: modernity calls for a new articulation of the binomial 
‘tradition-narration’. 

This theoretical approach raises at least two questions. The first one 
in regard to the pair ‘law-tradition’: can we think of a model of ‘law’ 
without referencing a tradition? Or in other words: is there room for a mere 
logical-formal model of law within MacIntyre’s model, i.e. room for the 
abovementioned Kelsenian paradigmatic model? The second question is 
related to the idea of ‘tradition’: are we facing the crisis of the concept 
of ‘tradition/traditions’ or, more accurately, the crisis of the MacIntyrean 
conceptualisation of the notion of ‘tradition’, including the idea of ‘virtue’? 

These two questions are deeply related to each other. For instance, 
we could discuss the disappearance of the polis-horizon, which has 
overwhelmed the circle context-tradition-justice-law. After all, MacIntyre 
points out: 

one cannot be just apart from membership in some particular polis, one 
cannot be practically rational apart from membership in some particular polis. 
That one’s rationality should be not merely supported by but partly constituted 
by one’s membership in and integration into a social institution of some one 
particular type is a contention very much at odds with characteristically modern 
views of rationality.37

The model of the ‘practical reason’ is finally called into question. The 
previous remarks highlighted the intrinsically problematic nature of the 
paradigm of the ’practical reason’ proposed by MacIntyre. It raises a 

35 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, pp. 12-13.
36 After MacIntyre: Critical Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. by 

Susan Mendus and John Horton (Cambridge UK: Polity Press, 1994).
37 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, p. 123.
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perhaps provocative question: does the notion of ‘practical reason’ still exist 
(including its Aristotelian echoes frequently evoked by MacIntyre)? And to 
what extent is MacIntyre’s model really able to overcome the functionalist 
and post-modern challenges? In conclusion, are the cultural/theoretical/
practical/sociological conditions for elaborating a model of ‘practical 
reason’ still available? Is there still room for ‘other’ patterns of reason and 
for implementing different legal-political reasoning and solutions within 
our complex and functionalist societies?





John Macias

NATURAL LAW, THE COMMON GOOD,  
AND ECONOMICS

A Difficulty for Thomists

1. Introduction

Within the Thomistic tradition, questions of economics often center 
on whether a given economic system as a whole is compatible with the 
principles of St. Thomas Aquinas.1 Mary L. Hirschfeld, in her 2018 
Aquinas and the Market, avoids the extremes of either completely endorsing 
or rejecting capitalism. Instead, she acknowledges the limitations of 
modern economic theory and offers a guide for directing market practices 
according to Thomistic principles. I will refer to her proposal as ‘natural law 
economics’. I will argue that Hirschfeld’s natural law economics, despite 
containing important insights, does not sufficiently consider the extent that 
modern market economies are bound up with liberal nation-states. The 
presuppositions of liberalism and modern economies make the precepts 
of Thomistic natural law into arbitrary and irrational limits on economic 
practices. For my argument, I will first present Hirschfeld’s proposal for 
making modern economics more Thomistic. Then, I turn to the work of 
Marx and the economist E.F. Schumacher to show the presuppositions of 
concrete economic practices. Next, I will show that Thomistic natural law 
becomes unintelligible in the context of the modern economy and liberal 
nation-state. Finally, I conclude by presenting Richard Wolff’s Worker 
Self-Directed Enterprises as a possible way to implement the natural law 
in contemporary business practices.

2. Hirschfeld’s Natural Law Economics

One of the strongest and most needed aspects of Hirschfeld’s account 
is her argument that economics is not a ‘value neutral’ science. Hirschfeld 

1 For a summary of positions, see D. Stephen Long, Divine Economy: Theology and 
the Market (New York, NY: Routledge, 2000).
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acknowledges that virtually every modern economic model assumes 
the normative neutrality of economics, and she demonstrates that this 
presupposition is wrong. Economists claim not to say anything about 
the nature of persons making financial choices or about which financial 
consequences would be more desirable. Economics claims to be about 
means and not ends. Hirschfeld, however, notes that it is a generally 
accepted belief that economic growth is almost always good. Economists 
take this as a self-evident truth that a good human life involves more 
material consumption rather than less. She allows that, ‘while the model is 
indeed neutral with respect to the sorts of goals individuals might pursue, it 
is not neutral in its description of the form of our pursuit of happiness’.2 The 
standard view presupposes individuals possess an infinite set of desires. 
Economists hold ‘one maxim that is universal: individuals have unbounded 
desires’.3 This understanding of human nature then leads economists to 
view their primary concern to be ‘the allocation of scarce resources between 
competing ends’.4 The philosophical presuppositions guiding economic 
decisions are hardly neutral. Economists implicitly accept a certain view 
of human nature and desires, and they make economic analyses based on 
these presuppositions.

Hirschfeld, in her positive account, turns to the natural law view of St. 
Thomas Aquinas. There are two important points in Hirschfeld’s account to 
which I will draw attention: (1) her argument that we must direct economic 
practices towards happiness and (2) her appeal to the intrinsic perfectiveness 
of human work. Following the Thomistic tradition, Hirschfeld details the 
way in which, on Aquinas’s account, human beings achieve happiness 
by perfecting the powers and abilities they possess due to their nature.5 
Happiness is a translation of Aquinas’s ‘beatitudo’, which is the Latin 
rendering of Aristotle’s ‘eudaimonia’.6 We also might use terms such as 
‘flourishing,’ ‘fulfillment,’ or ‘the good life’. Thomistic natural law is ‘a 
set of inclinations that would incline us to something like ordinary human 
flourishing: making a living, raising a family, and pursuing communal 

2 Mary L. Hirschfeld, Aquinas and the Market: Toward a Humane Economy 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018), p. 36.

3 Ibid., p. 62.
4 Ibid., p. 63.
5 Ibid., pp. 99-101. 
6 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, q.3, a.2c (Rome: Editiones 

Paulinae, 1962), pp. 569, and Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I.7, trans. by Terence 
Irwin (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1999), p. 9.
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goods’.7 Using the precepts of natural law, individuals can pursue various 
goods that lead to a fulfilled human life. On economic questions, Hirschfeld 
argues that Thomists can use the precepts of natural law to speak to ‘policy 
makers, individuals making their own economic choices, and individuals 
participating in civic conversations’8 to help direct financial and political 
institutions in ways that support genuine human fulfillment. Unlike attempts 
by other Thomists, Hirschfeld does not accept that economics possesses no 
presuppositions regarding the metaphysics of human nature or human life. 
Using the precepts of natural law, Hirschfeld urges Thomistic economists 
to help direct markets and financial institutions according to what will 
fulfill human needs and lead to happiness.9

The second way Hirschfeld attempts to bring a Thomistic approach to 
economic activity is on the level of individual work. She explains that, 
‘work allows us to exercise our human capacities and is thus part of our 
fulfillment as human beings. In addition, through our work we provide 
goods and services for others, thus building up the communal nature of our 
beings’.10 From the perspective of Thomistic natural law, human labor is 
more than a necessary though undesirable means for maintaining one’s life. 
It is in fact an opportunity for individuals to instantiate happiness through 
the development and perfection of their rational powers. It is also a chance 
to pursue common goods such as friendship and supporting communal 
flourishing. The members of a small, family owned and operated restaurant 
would not simply see their business as a source of revenue. They would 
see it as something they value for itself. The cooperative activity of family 
members running the restaurant and the degree to which the institution 
becomes a generational project are opportunities for genuine fulfillment. 
Furthermore, the longer the restaurant functions, the more of a presence 
it has within the local community and contributes to communal well-
being.11 A natural law economics would allow individuals to consider their 
work desirable and good in itself rather than simply a means to material 
subsistence.

7 Hirschfeld, Aquinas and the Market, p. 108.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid., p. 133.
10 Mary L. Hirschfeld, ‘The Economic Common Good and Institutions’, Journal of 

Catholic Social Thought, 17 (2020), pp. 10–11.
11 Ibid., p. 11.
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3. Labor and Modern Economies

Hirschfeld’s natural law economics has important strengths, namely the 
argument that modern economics is not a ‘neutral science’ and that work 
can become an opportunity to instantiate happiness. Her view, however, 
fails to take into account the modern practical realities that render the 
natural law unintelligible and the underlying political theory of the liberal 
nation-state. Given the current economic and political practices, I will 
argue, the precepts of natural law appear as arbitrary limits on economic 
choices. Below, I will show first that modern concrete economic practices 
will frustrate Hirschfeld’s proposal, and then I will show the nature of the 
liberal nation-state means more is required for natural law than simply 
redirecting contemporary economic institutions. To the degree that modern 
economies accept the precepts of the nation-state, the natural law will be 
unintelligible.

The first challenge to Hirschfeld’s account is that, fundamentally, 
modern economies are ordered to the consumption of commodities and 
not to happiness. As evidence, Ernst F. Schumacher, in his classic work 
Small is Beautiful, points to common economic practices that presuppose 
consumption is the primary goal. A Thomistic view would organise labor 
or manufacturing in such a way that workers develop their skills and 
build virtue. Work in modern economies, however, is not ordered in such 
a way. Amazon workers spending intense days filling boxes or assembly 
line workers whose sole responsibility is one small part of production 
can hardly perfect their rational powers as workers or view their labor as 
anything other than a means to material subsistence.12 Schumacher points 
out that, ‘to organise work in such a manner that it becomes meaningless, 
boring, stultifying, or nerve-racking for the worker would be little short of 
criminal; it would indicate a greater concern with goods than with people, 
an evil lack of compassion and a soul-destroying degree of attachment to the 
most primitive side of this worldly existence’.13 Consider also the practice 
of planned obsolescence, where products are designed to be replaced on a 
yearly basis with no significant improvement. The newest phone released 
frequently has only small improvements that either are not significant or 
only meet needs that are created by the very products companies sell. To be 
sure, there are times when technological developments do indeed contribute 

12 Cf. Alec MacGillis, Fulfillment: Winning and Losing in One-Click America (New 
York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2021).

13 Ernst F. Schumacher, Small is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered (New 
York: NY: Harper Perennial, 2010), p. 58.
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to meaningful human development. It is more often the case, though, 
that corporations and businesses manipulate the appetites of consumers 
through advertisements and marketing campaigns to ensure they purchase 
the newest product despite the lack of innovation. As Alasdair MacIntyre 
notes, the modern economy requires consumers to desire what is most 
profitable rather than what will actually perfect them as human beings.14 
Thus, men and women will be habituated to want to what serves economic 
growth rather than what leads to happiness.

Given these economic circumstances, there is a significant challenge 
to Hirschfeld’s view that workers should see their labor as more than a 
means to subsistence. Karl Marx, in his Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts, argues that large-scale capitalist economies lead workers to 
see their labor simply as a means to an end. Marx views human beings and 
work in a way very similar to the account Hirschfeld provided of Aquinas, 
describing humanity as a ‘species-being’ with its own unique activity.15 
In a capitalist economy, Workers become alienated from their labor by 
selling it to others as a means of subsistence. Work serves the purpose 
of fulfilling biological needs rather than perfecting human nature. The 
form of a capitalist economy inverts human activity and prevents it from 
fulfilling that species-being. The result, for Marx, is that the activity that 
makes human beings unique, their conscious and deliberate labor, becomes 
subordinated to the activities that they share with animals, plants, and all 
living things.16 We could say that human rational life becomes the servant 
of animal life. In Thomistic terms, modern capitalism makes happiness a 
means to basic material wealth. For Aquinas, the goods of the body are a 
necessary means to the perfection of human powers.17 In capitalism, human 
perfection becomes a means to attaining bodily goods.

The practices of corporations reveal that modern businesses structurally 
order themselves to the end of consumption rather than human fulfillment 
identified by natural law. Hirschfeld acknowledges this point, and so 
argues that Thomists must look for opportunities to direct corporations 

14 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary’, in Virtue 
and Politics: Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary Aristotelianism, ed. by Paul 
Blackledge and Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2011), p. 13.

15 Karl Marx, ‘Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts’, in Early Writings, trans. 
by Rodney Livingstone and Gregor Benton (New York, New York: Penguin 
Books, 1975), p. 329.

16 Ibid.,  p. 328.
17 Cf. Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I-II, q.2, a.5,, p. 565.
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according to the precepts of the natural law. Hirschfeld would likely admit 
that this is a difficult challenge, but she clearly believes that there is nothing 
structurally preventing us from moving economic practices according to 
human flourishing. I will now show a deeper problem with Hirschfeld’s 
natural law economics. Her proposal leaves in place the underlying liberal 
presuppositions of the modern nation-state. To the extent that the liberal 
nation-state underlies the modern economy, the precepts of natural law will 
be irrational.

4. The Natural Law within the Liberal Nation-State

Hirschfeld proposes that we redirect existing political and economic 
institutions according to the precepts of natural law. MacIntyre notes, 
however, that the modern economy works as the mirror of the modern 
nation-state. He famously defined the nation-state as ‘a large, complex 
and often ramshackle set of interlocking institutions, combining none too 
coherently the ethos of a public utility company with inflated claims to 
embody ideals of liberty and justice’.18 The precepts of natural law are 
those principles that help serve individuals in pursuing an overall good to 
human life and the common good of their community. If individuals do not 
view their lives or political communities as leading to some overarching 
purpose, then the precepts of natural law become unintelligible. As a result, 
natural law appears as a set of arbitrary and irrational limits on economic 
choices. What, then, is the nature of modern political life?

MacIntyre argues the modern nation-state begins from the presupposition 
that ‘individuals need to cooperate, both in order to pursue their own 
particular ends effectively and in order to sustain the security of the social 
order. But all such cooperation is a means to their individual ends’.19 The 
type of common good pursued within the politics of liberal states takes the 
form of shared sacrifice for mutual self-benefit. It is not the same kind of 
common good found in Aquinas, where individuals pursue a shared purpose. 
The liberal good is a public good rather than a truly common good.20 The 
result of this liberal political order is the absence of an overarching good that 

18 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Politics, Philosophy and the Common Good’, in The 
MacIntyre Reader, ed. by Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1998), p. 236.

19 Ibid., p. 241.
20 Cf. Gregory Froelich, ‘The Equivocal Status of Bonum Commune’, New 

Scholasticism 63 (1989), pp. 38-57.



J. Macias - Natural Law, the Common Good, and Economics  217

serves as the purpose of political or individual practical choices. The result, 
MacIntyre notes, is that, ‘day after day our lives are compartmentalised 
into distinct areas to the norms of each of which we are expected to adapt, 
so that adaptability itself, social malleability, has become an important 
social characteristic’.21 Hirschfeld correctly recognises the need, on a 
Thomistic and Aristotelian ethics, for some overall account of the goal and 
purpose of human actions. Such an account renders the goods we pursue 
as part of happiness commensurable. The modern nation-state, beginning 
from the emphasis on individualism, precludes the possibility of an 
overarching purpose for the community. The individualism of the liberal 
nation-state results in each good of life being separate from every other 
good. Compartmentalisation treats these goods as incommensurable. The 
result is that individuals no longer conceive of their lives, individually or 
collectively, as a coherent pursuit of some overall good.22

The modern economy, MacIntyre argues, is bound up closely with 
the politics of the liberal nation-state. Both modern politics and modern 
economics become arenas of competing interests where bargaining power 
and market pressures settle conflicts.23 ‘We find then that’, MacIntyre 
explains, ‘just as with the ethics-of-the-state, the precepts of the ethics-
of-the-market combine maximising injunctions with injunctions to respect 
certain rules without regard for the consequences’. The close relationship 
between the modern liberal nation-state and the economy deeply influences 
our individual practical choices. Hirschfeld suggests that we should direct 
the economy towards a fulfillment of human beings and the common 
good. MacIntyre, however, points out that the kind of practical questions 
individuals face do not lead to these sorts of goods. ‘Individuals thus find 
themselves’, MacIntyre argues, ‘in situations in which practical questions 
are posed that are left unanswered by the ethics-of-the-state and the ethics-
of-the-market, questions that they can only pursue as individual agents, 
questions that the prescriptions of their social roles, whatever they may 
be, leave unanswered’.24 Consumers, then, do not make choices according 
to a common good but rather as individual reasoners for individual goods. 
Day after day, in our economic and political choices, we often must think 

21 MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism can Become Revolutionary’, p. 12.
22 Ibid.
23 MacIntyre, ‘Politics, Philosophy and the Common Good’, p. 250.
24 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, 

Practical Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), pp. 128-129.



218 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

of ourselves as individuals rather than members of a community pursuing 
a shared good.

An important upshot of this relation between the market and state is 
that the natural law becomes an arbitrary limit to economic choices. As 
MacIntyre notes, applying the precepts of Thomistic natural law means 
rejecting a great deal of modern political institutions, or at least their deeply 
engrained ideological justifications. For this reason, MacIntyre refers to 
Aquinas’s natural law as ‘subversive’.25 The precepts of the natural law are 
the norms necessary for practical reasoners to achieve their individual and 
shared goods.26 To apply the precepts of natural law requires practices that 
make those precepts intelligible where reasoners must answer questions 
about how to pursue a particular end. Achieving the goods of schools, work, 
family, and community requires answering questions about the nature of the 
desired goods and the practical ways to achieve them. In such settings, the 
natural law precepts are the rational requirements for the shared securing 
of those goods.27 The natural law then means rejecting the individualism 
of the modern liberal state. Hirschfeld’s natural law economics, however, 
leaves these liberal ideologies in place. Thomistic natural law then appears 
as arbitrary limits on the fulfillment of desires. For example, why should a 
company reject the practice of planned obsolescence? Routinely releasing 
a new product is rational if the goal of economics is continual consumption, 
but it is irrational from the perspective of Thomistic natural law where 
products must support human needs. Organising work to serve the shared 
perfection of laborers and the broader communal life makes no sense if the 
very political foundations of a nation reject such a common good. There 
are no genuinely common goods in the context of liberal states. Applying 
Thomistic natural law to modern economic practices would mean denying 
the fundamental presupposition of liberalism. This opposition between 
Thomistic natural law and the liberal nation-state is one reason why 
MacIntyre describes ethics as ‘irrelevant’ to modern financial practices.28

25 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Natural Law as Subversive: The Case of Aquinas’, in Ethics 
and Politics: Selected Essays, Volume 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), p. 49.

26 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Intractable Moral Disagreements’, in Intractable Moral 
Disagreements: Alasdair MacIntyre and his Critics, ed. by Lawrence S. 
Cunningham (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), pp. 
20-27.

27 MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary’, p. 15.
28 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘The Irrelevance of Ethics’, in Virtue and Economy: Essays 

on Morality and Markets, ed. by Andrius Bielskis and Kelvin Knight (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2015), pp.7-21.
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A Thomistic economics cannot accept the political and social 
presuppositions of modern life. As we saw in Marx, most workers experience 
their labor as a means to basic subsistence rather than an expression of their 
human creativity and nature as imago Dei. For many, it would be at best a 
state of denial to believe their work is indeed a perfection of their rational 
capacities. An important reason for this experience is that economics within 
the structures of liberal modernity becomes just one more sphere with its 
own norms for practical reason. It is possible for individual consumers 
or businesses to attempt to direct themselves according to the precepts of 
natural law, but these will often appear as moralistic and naïve limits on the 
fulfillment of desires. It would look more like an inability to accept the reality 
of real-world business. For Thomistic natural law to be intelligible, there 
must be concrete practical pursuits that do in fact pursue human flourishing 
and common goods. Businesses must deliberately structure themselves in 
ways that reject modern liberalism. What would such a structure look like?

5. Worker Self-Directed Enterprises and the Natural Law

To conclude, I will offer one way that businesses might instantiate the 
precepts of natural law. The Marxian economist Richard Wolff proposes 
what he calls Worker Self-Directed Enterprises (WSDEs). WSDEs are 
unique, in comparison to corporations, because they operate as democratic 
organisations. Typically, decision-making power within modern 
corporations rests solely with a board of directors who seek to maximise 
profits and returns to investors. This small group of directors determine 
how the company uses profits, who it hires, and what it pays employees. 
Workers, those who actually make the products that produce profits, have 
virtually no voice in these matters. Wolff seeks to replace this model with 
one where decision-making is deliberative and democratic. He suggests 
‘two facts define WSDEs: that the appropriation and distribution of the 
surplus are done cooperatively and that the workers who cooperatively 
produce the surplus and those who cooperatively appropriate and distribute 
it are identical’.29 WSDEs organise themselves such that the decision-
making authority on all aspects of the company’s operations rests with 
the workers themselves. Ultimately, in a WSDE, ‘all of the workers who 

29 Richard Wolff, Democracy at Work: A Cure for Capitalism (Chicago, Illinois: 
Haymarket Books, 2012), p. 122.
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produce the surplus generated inside the enterprise function collectively to 
appropriate and distribute it’.30 

Imagine a bicycle manufacturing company. Normally, workers receive 
a set schedule and pay, and the worker’s only choice is to accept the job 
or quit. Workers have little input in the hiring of new employees or their 
compensation, and none make significant contributions to decisions about 
what bicycles to manufacture, where to market them, or how many to 
produce in a given year. In Wolff’s WSDEs, however, workers decide these 
questions democratically. They deliberate together and vote on new hirings, 
compensation, manufacturing, marketing, and all other aspects of company 
operations. The workers who produce the surplus and profits decide what to 
do with it. Wolff frequently points to the Mondragon corporation as a specific, 
real-world example of a WSDE.31 Founded in Spain in 1956, Mondragon is 
a collection of approximately 95 business cooperatives employing 80,000 
people with sales in 150 countries.32 Workers in these cooperatives see work 
as truly their own, and they all participate in the shared vision of the company.

The Mondragon corporation and other WSDEs offer the kind of settings 
in which Hirschfeld’s natural law economics becomes intelligible. Since 
they deliberate together about the purpose of their company, workers can 
recognise they have a common purpose. Workers can decide the overall 
goal of the company, and they can choose to seek ends other than profit. 
The cooperative effort can become an end in itself. To be sure, there is 
nothing preventing the members from seeing their union as purely a means 
to wealth. The democratic nature of these organizations, however, allows 
them the chance to choose a goal other than wealth, such as shared work 
and excellence. Mondragon in fact emphasises solidarity as one of its 
stated principles.33 This common end means that the precepts of natural law 
are the rational norms necessary for workers to create and maintain their 
common project. Natural law is intelligible in such projects and does not 
appear to be arbitrary limits. Furthermore, workers are able to view their 
work as more than a means to subsistence. Their role in decision-making 
and shared purpose mean that they can in fact begin to view their work as 
a perfection of their human powers. In these kinds of cooperative settings, 
Hirschfeld’s natural law economics would perhaps truly offer a road map 
for happiness.

30 Ibid., p. 118.
31 Ibid., p. 128.
32 Mondragon, ‘About Us’, Mondragon, <https://www.mondragon-corporation.

com/en/about-us> [accessed November 30, 2021].
33 Ibid.
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andrius bielskis

AGAINST THE SELF-IMAGES OF OUR AGE
Questioning the Philosophy of Difference

Introduction

The emphasis on human difference has been an underlying feature 
of philosophy and social theory since at least the 1960s. Its precursors 
were Friedrich Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger. They, as well as many 
others, helped to ferment an anti-essentialist and anti-foundationalist 
shift in philosophy. The destructiveness of the Second World War and the 
monstrosity of the Holocaust, on the one hand, and the relative optimism 
of post-war cultural and economic growth on the other, gave rise to a trend 
in philosophy and social theory which celebrated human difference over 
and against the modern philosophy of subjectivity and identity. In this way, 
the post-modern philosophical and moral imagination was born in a variety 
of forms: Jean-François Lyotard’s postmodern condition as incredulity 
towards metanarratives; the philosophical transformation from Nietzsche’s 
God is dead! to Michel Foucault’s death of man; the philosophical 
prioritisation of the other over the same in Emmanuel Levinas’s philosophy; 
Gilles Deleuze’s difference and repetition against the Hegelian dualism 
of dialectic; Jacques Derrida’s project of deconstruction and différance; 
Iris Marion Young’s politics of difference; and the worn out thesis of the 
end of ideology, advocated by Daniel Bell, and then recycled by Francis 
Fukuyama in the 1990s. 

This paper will argue that despite the importance of some of these 
philosophical projects, when looking at them from the point of view of 
the material contradictions of today’s capitalism, they are the distorted 
self-images of our age. Thus, the underlying philosophical-methodological 
approach of this paper is rooted in historical materialism, which instructs 
us to look at the sphere of Geist against the key material contradictions of 
our age.  
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1. The Material Conditions and the Self-Images of the Age 

There cannot be any strict causal determination between the material 
conditions we find ourselves in and our images of ourselves. When we look 
in the mirror, the image we see is given, yet the understanding that it is us and 
the content of this understanding form the surplus of meaning ascribed to 
the image. The attribution of meaning to the image is only possible because 
of our ability to develop language—even if, as we now know, great apes 
and some other species of animals are capable of visual self-recognition. 
The Lacanian image of the mirror is instructive here, even if the empirical 
validity of his theory of the mirror stage is highly dubious. The transition 
from the mirror stage, whereby a toddler recognises the image of their body 
as their own for the first time, to the much later realisation of self-awareness 
is mediated by language and meanings. The immediate meaning of my 
reflection in a mirror is a simple ‘it is me, Andrius’, yet the self-image 
can be accompanied by an infinite number of thoughts about myself. The 
materiality of my body and its image do not causally determine a particular 
thought about myself, even though some thoughts may be more appropriate 
in describing the reflection of my body than others. If, for example, I say 
that ‘I am black’ and ‘I am a woman’, then these self-descriptions, provided 
they do not hide a deeper meaning of, say, my decision to identify with 
the cause of Black feminism, are wrong. However, precisely because even 
these types of self-image can be partially true, a great number of ways exist 
in which we can and indeed do describe our material conditions. Thus, 
material conditions do not cause mental images; rather, the image springs 
out of them in the form of linguistic meaning as a surplus, as a mental 
superstructure of what is material. 

There is an element of narcissism in some of our images of ourselves. 
I may look in the mirror and admire myself not because other people 
think I am handsome or intelligent, nor because I am so, but because I 
think I am. This was what Marx meant by ideology when he famously 
claimed that just ‘as our opinion of an individual is not based on what he 
thinks of himself, so can we not judge of such transformation by its own 
consciousness’.1 Indeed, it is not consciousness that determines existence, 
but vice versa. This claim, of course, should not be understood to imply that 
being conscious of our material condition prevents us from changing or 
reshaping it. Nor does it mean that material conditions determine a specific 

1 Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Chicago: Charles 
H. Kerr & Company, 1903), p. 12. 
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ideological image of ourselves. Instead, it means that existence and its 
material conditions shape our understanding. This claim simply means that 
the potentiality of logos inscribed in the form of human existence becomes 
the actuality of consciousness by reacting to the material conditions we find 
ourselves in. Consciousness, as an actuality, is always reactive; it is always 
the consciousness of something. Temporary consciousness is secondary to 
our existence, in the same way as human language and our ability to use it 
follow after our coming to be. 

Narcissistic images of ourselves often spring from privileged material 
conditions. The self-images of the rich and powerful tend to be self-
praising. Admiring William Shakespeare’s genius, Marx ironically 
shows how money changes not only the image of ourselves but our very 
appearance: ‘what I am and am capable of is by no means determined by 
my individuality. I am ugly, but I can buy for myself the most beautiful of 
women. Therefore, I am not ugly, for the effect of ugliness [...] is nullified 
by money. [...] Money is the supreme good, therefore its possessor is good’.2 
In a somewhat similar manner, Aristotle shows how money transform our 
natural perception of wealth as the sum of all use-values to seeing wealth 
in terms of exchange-value. Having no natural end, the activity of money-
making (kapilikē) impoverishes our lives: instead of living well, money-
making reduces people’s lives to mere living.3 Together with Aristotle’s 
account of the over-rich as incapable of moderation and therefore of 
listening to reason,4 we get something close to the meaning of ‘ideology’ 
in The German Ideology.  

The claim that ideology is the dominant ideas of the ruling class, whose 
domination is realised through their actualised ability to organise production, 
command human labour, and reap most of its fruits, may sound dubious to us 
today. This is not only because its authors never fully articulated this claim. 
The examples Marx and Engels gave were indeed few. Apart from (1) the 
idea of the separation of powers in a country where domination is shared 
and contended by royal power, the aristocracy, and the bourgeoisie; (2) the 
ideas of loyalty and honour in the time of aristocracy; and (3) the concepts 
of freedom and equality when the bourgeoisie became the ruling force, no 
other examples are given. Their claim about the division of labour within 
the ruling class between thinkers (‘ideologists, who make the formation of 
the illusions of the class about itself their chief source of livelihood’) and 

2 Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (New York: 
Prometheus Books, 1988), p. 138.

3 Aristotle, Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 1257b.
4 Ibid., 1295b7-9. 
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‘the active members of this class’ (who ‘have less time to make up illusions 
and ideas about themselves’)5 may also be more fitting to the realities of 
the past (for example, the division between the aristocracy as a productive 
class and the clergy as ‘ideologists’ in feudal Europe). However, the lack of 
examples should not overshadow the main thesis that ideology is those ideas 
of the dominant class (whose members, as a rule, constitute a society’s tiny 
minority) which claim to have universal, ‘eternal’ status, and to ‘represent’ 
the entirety of society. Ideology, therefore, is the narcissistic self-image of 
the powerful minority of society which somehow becomes the self-image 
of the whole of society. Hence, the ideas of the ruling class become the 
ideas of the ruled: they become our ideas. The mirror of ideology shapes 
our understanding, influences our aspirations, and produces the distorted 
image of ourselves. Being the reflection of the dominant form of material 
life, ideology functions at its best when it endorses and justifies the existing 
social relations of production and reproduction. This last condition—the 
justification of the dominant form of material life—is the key function of 
ideology sensu stricto. Thus, there is a difference between the ideological 
images of our age, the images which reflect the material form of life, and the 
ideological function of its justification. This distinction will be important 
when discussing the philosophy of difference. The main thesis of this essay 
is that the philosophy of difference, in its variety of forms, is the self-image 
rather than the justification of the form of post-war capitalism.  

In so conceptualising ideology, this paper departs from Marx (and 
Engels) in one important respect. The sources and authors of ideology 
can be and are multifaceted and various. Ideologists may come from 
outside the ruling class. This is especially the case today, in the era of 
social media and digital news production. Ideology can be reproduced 
by anyone who uncritically accepts and spreads the dominant worldview, 
while it is produced by those who re-articulate it in a new way. The form of 
capitalism today, as Frederic Jameson argued, is ‘cultural revolution on the 
scale of the mode of production itself; in the same way the interrelationship 
of culture and the economic here is not a one-way street but a continuous 
reciprocal interaction and feedback loop’.6 With the digitalisation of 
production, culture has also become digitalised. Digital code is an essential 
part of the production of hardware, most of which cannot function without 
software. The commodification of culture has reached a level well beyond 

5 Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (Amsterdam: Prometheus 
Books, 1998), p. 68. 

6 Frederic Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 
(London: Verso, 1991), p. xiv–xv.
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Theodor Adorno’s conceptualisation of the culture industry. Social media 
has contributed to social fragmentation, has increased commercially 
mediated communication, and has reduced physical interaction. Being 
driven by personal data collection, storage, and surveillance, social media 
encourages its users to share their thoughts, feelings, and opinions to 
project higher images of themselves. Giant social media platforms have 
allowed the personal to become the ideological via the mantra ‘Be different 
and cool!’.

Marx clarifies that ideology is not merely the reflection of the dominant 
form of material life. Rather, it is its fetishised self-image. We deify these 
reflections in the manner Hegel fetishised concepts. Instead of starting 
from the key materialist premise that individuals exist and that to continue 
existing they need to produce their means of subsistence, Hegel starts and 
ends his philosophy with the movement of the images of camera obscura—
the absolute concept marching through history. Separated from the material 
conditions of the production of these ideas, the sphere of Geist—the Idea—
becomes independent from reality and therefore eternal. It is in this sense 
that Marx thought of German philosophy, including that of Feuerbach and 
other young-Hegelians, as ideology. The trick, says Marx (and Engels), is 
to separate the ideas of the rulers from the rulers as corporeal individuals, 
to bring order to the reins of these ideas, and to personalise the ‘self-
determining concept’ into ‘self-consciousness’. Marx concluded that whilst 
any shopkeeper understands the difference between what a man claims he 
is and what he really is, philosophy and historiography had failed to do so. 
Instead of analysing the material conditions of our existence—our actual 
social reality—philosophy, focusing on its self-images, turns the world 
upside down. 

What, then, is the form of capitalism today, and what are its main 
contradictions? There is nothing new in the claim that capitalism generates 
inequalities, yet the unprecedented growth of inequality over the past 
seventy-five years is well documented.7 Even if income inequality was 
greater in the first three decades of the twentieth century compared to its 
level at the end of the century, the political resistance of a well-organised 
labour movement has steadily declined since the mid-1980s. Wage 
compression and the financialisation of national and global economies 
have followed. Financialisation has mitigated capitalism’s tendency 

7 See, for example, Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2014), David Harvey, A 
Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), and Paul 
Mason, Postcapitalism (London: Penguin Books, 2016). 
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towards overproduction and underconsumption at the cost of record levels 
of public and private debt. The concentration of power and wealth in the 
hands of the financial elite and the weakening of the labour movement have 
also meant that the fraudulent practices of banks have been rewarded rather 
than punished by governments. Shameless corruption in the financial sector 
caused the 2008 crisis, after which governments bailed out the corruptors, 
socialised the costs onto the public, and introduced austerity measures. 
The digital revolution and the growth of corporations such as Facebook, 
Twitter, Google, and Netflix have fostered surveillance capitalism.8 These 
digital platforms function not according to the market principles of supply 
and demand, but rather impose prices, practice algorithmic surveillance, 
manipulate our personal data, and earn money by arbitrary rent-seeking. 
However, the greatest contradiction of capitalism today is the climate crisis. 
Fossil fuel and credit-driven production and consumption have endangered 
our natural environment and brought about a looming ecological disaster. 

In short, the shift from industrial to post-industrial capitalism took place 
in advanced capitalist countries around the 1970s and was followed soon by 
the social compromise between capital and labour being abandoned. This 
transformation was also accompanied by shifts from material to immaterial 
labour;9 from a culture of needs to one of desires; from consumption 
based on savings to credit-driven consumption; and from industrialisation 
to financialisation. These shifts contributed to the growth of speculative 
financial capital and the growth of labour productivity at the expense of 
the growth of wages. The libidinal revolution of 1968 and the moral and 
philosophical celebration of difference were the self-images of these shifts. 

It is already clear from the above arguments that historical materialism 
does not mean that the material base (the economic structure of society) 
determines an ideological superstructure. Rather, the philosophy of 
difference should be understood dialectically, that is, against the backdrop 
of the existing social form of capitalism. Post-war capitalism was rooted 
in class compromise and created enormous social and cultural progress, 
both restricting and encouraging cultural diversity. The philosophical 
conceptualisations of difference were then advanced, the death of ideologies 
was pronounced, and the shift from class politics to identity politics took 
place. 

8 Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism (New York: Public Affairs, 
2019).

9 Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri, Multitude (London: Penguin, 2005).
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2. The Philosophy of Difference as the Image of Post-War Capitalism 

The Second World War has had a lasting impact on Europe’s moral 
and philosophical imagination. The monstrosity of the Holocaust 
prompted doubt regarding the possibility of alternative political projects. 
The rebuilding of Europe took shape in the socio-political image of the 
victors—first and foremost the USA. The Heideggerian political project 
of the cultural greatness of deutsche Volk was gone for good,10 while the 
Marxism of Stalin’s Soviet Union was seen as increasingly dubious. Former 
allies became bitter enemies, and the legal and political superstructure of 
(Western) Europe—liberal democracy with its ideal of ‘universal human 
rights’ and its actual embodiment in private property rights—was soon 
created. The fear of all-encompassing knowledge in the service of the 
totalitarian state, best exemplified in Karl Popper’s Open Society and 
Its Enemies, gradually took shape. The liberal critics of totalitarianism 
(who directed their moral zeal almost exclusively towards the critique 
of Marxism) soon became the intellectual high priests of official public 
discourse. 

The war reshaped the world in yet another respect: it had a socially 
levelling effect (including gender equality, when women joined the labour 
market to serve the war effort) as workers, upon their return from the war, 
had a legitimate claim to fair wages and social security. More importantly, 
the military industry (whether private or state owned) was fully controlled 
by states—even the USA was a centrally planned economy. Industrial 
productivity grew considerably during the war, the state-capital symbiosis 
was forged, and state institutions were strengthened. War-geared planned 
economies laid the structural foundations for post-war bureaucratised 
welfare states. 

The core elements of the post-war socio-economic structure of European 
societies, therefore, were high rates of economic growth, Keynesian 
economic policies, well-organised trade unions, and the politics of social 
compromise between labour and capital. The consequence of the latter was 
the emergence of the welfare state, which brought about unprecedented 
social progress in the spheres of education, healthcare, and social security. 
It was then that cultural rights—claims for recognition—were first 

10 One of the first intellectuals to realise this in Germany was Thomas Mann, who, 
in the voice of his fictional character Serenus Zeitblom, declared that ‘this 
defeated nation now stands wild-eyed before the abyss, because its final and most 
extreme attempt to find its own political form is perishing in such ghastly failure’ 
(Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus (New York: Vintage Books, 1999), p. 506). 
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demanded. With the rise of Keynesianism, the Left moved towards the 
centre and accepted the partially socialised system of capitalism,11 while 
Marxism (which was the theory of social democracy until the end of the 
Second International) gradually ceased to inform the labour movement and 
turned into yet another theory of political and academic radicals. The end 
of ideology thesis became an erroneous image of the social reality of class 
compromise.12 The student revolution of 1968 was a reaction against class 
compromise and its illusionary self-portrayal.

 Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault were probably the theorists of 
1968. Both were Nietzscheans, and both attempted to reinvigorate the Left 
philosophically. The events of May 1968 involved the libidinal revolution 
of the youth against the existing form of post-war capitalism, against 
discrimination, and against the authoritarian father figures of both the Left 
and the Right. Led by students, and later joined by workers, these protests 
took the form of spontaneous wild-cat strikes. The only tools of their 
struggle were militant anger, poetry, and liberated sexual desire.13 Some of 
their slogans depict its spirit well: ‘Beauty is in the streets’, ‘When parents 
vote, children suffer’, ‘It is forbidden to forbid’, ‘Be realistic, demand the 
impossible!’, ‘Read Reich and act accordingly!’.

Unsurprisingly, the revolutionary events of 1968 failed to transform 
the existing form of capitalism. The Right was also strengthened when de 
Gaulle won a landslide victory in June, yet the events of 1968 symbolised 
and marked a new transformation—a new moral and philosophical 
imagination theorised by the philosophers of difference. Jacques Derrida’s 
dictum ‘Alas, I have only one language, yet it is not mine’;14 Michel 
Foucault’s genealogy and his micro-politics of resistance with the aim ‘to 
be otherwise’; Deleuze’s philosophical project of starting from difference 

11 As Donald Sassoon acutely put it, ‘socialisation of the costs of reproduction of 
labour’, rather than the aim to socialise the means of production, became the 
bread and butter of the social democracy of post-war Europe (see his ‘Socialism 
in the Twentieth Century: A Historical Reflection’, Journal of Political Ideologies, 
5 (2010), p. 20).

12 A very similar claim is advanced by Alasdair MacIntyre in the introduction to his 
collection of essays Against the Self-Images of the Age (London: Duckworth, 
1971). This book has been a source of inspiration to me, hence the title of this 
paper.   

13 Andrius Bielskis, ‘Anti-Capitalist Politics and Labour for the Twenty-First 
Century’, in Virtue and Economy, ed. by A. Bielskis and K. Knight (London: 
Routledge, 2015), p. 237.

14 Jacques Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other or the Prosthesis of Origin 
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 2.
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as such and attempting to show that, ontologically, difference is primary 
while identity is secondary, were—taken together or taken separately— 
the ideological reflections of this shift. Once again, the claim is not that 
their philosophical projects were direct theoretical conceptualisations 
of the failed revolutionary events of 1968, even though Foucault and 
Deleuze reflected on them.15 Even less was their thought the ideological 
justification of the existing institutional order of the age. Rather, the 
philosophical projects they advanced were theoretical articulations of the 
Weltanschauung of the age. That is, they contributed to the dissemination 
of this worldview to the rest of society, and their philosophical projects 
were the ideologised reflection of the existing form of social life. The spirit 
of the age, which, again, the philosophers of difference helped to ferment, 
was the celebration of difference and otherness. Demands for individual 
autonomy, for the recognition of different voices, for being different, and 
rebellion against all forms of authoritarianism and normative impositions 
were in the air. That was the ghost of 1968. 

Derrida’s claim about ‘my’ language not being ‘mine’ depicts this spirit 
well. Its ultimate meaning is close to the youthful Parisian naivety of ‘it is 
forbidden to forbid!’. That my native language is not mine, but my parents’, 
that it was imposed on me by them (how dare they!) and their culture, and the 
outrage regarding this imposition (or Derrida’s emphasis of its paradoxical 
nature), is the banality of oversensitive young adults who take offence to 
any assertively expressed advice. We learn our native languages by being 
forbidden to speak nonsense. Natural languages are indeed imposed, and 
there is nothing paradoxical about this, as Derrida tended to think.16 The 
link between a signifier (of a particular natural language) and a signified 
is indeed arbitrary, but this arbitrariness is an essential part of any natural 
language. Derrida’s application of his deconstruction to the analysis of 
law and justice is also dubious. His argument—that any law presupposes 
violence, that there is no difference between reform and revolution, that 
any political decision, any legal amendment, is always both revolutionary 
and violent, and that, therefore, justice is beyond language, that justice (and 

15 May 1968 was an important source of reflection for Foucault in his lectures at the 
College de France in 1971 and 1972 (see Michel Foucault, Penal Theories and 
Institutions: Lecture of College de France 1971–1972 (New York: Picard, 2019)). 
Deleuze wrote a short piece on it called ‘May ’68 Did Not Take Place’ (see Gilles 
Deleuze, Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975–1995 (New York: 
Semiotext(e), 2007) p. 233–236).  

16 I have argued this point more fully in Andrius Bielskis, Existence, Meaning, 
Excellence (London: Routledge, 2017), pp. 77–78. 
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democracy) is not yet, that any (political or legal) decision must go through 
the aporia of undecidability, which, according to Derrida, is the source of 
the mystical foundation of authority17—is a sophisticated exaggeration. Yet 
this exaggeration—it is so if we look at Derrida’s argument from the point 
of view of good common sense, from the point of view of what we already 
know or, to use Deleuze’s term, from the dogmatic image of thought’s point 
of view, the view Deleuze hated so much—is of a particular ideological 
kind. 

Both Derrida’s arguments are exaggerations, not least because they 
presuppose the erroneous ideological image that language itself is the 
ultimate political battleground. This ideological image, articulated by 
Derrida and Foucault,18 became (without their intent) an essential part 
of the politics of identity. We can put the somewhat caricatured (but not 
entirely inaccurate) version of the latter in the following way: you have your 
identity, we have ours, others will have theirs, let us as a fair society respect 
and celebrate these different identities, and come up with institutions and 
politically correct language to accommodate all these differences. We now 
know that this ideal is a nice liberal fiction, because our social and cultural 
world is nothing like it. Culture wars, started by the conservative Right to 
masquerade the power of the rich, have polarised our societies. The Right’s 
renewed ideological attacks on people of colour, members of the LGBT 
community, and immigrants make these unjustly attacked people, if they 
use the liberal ideal as a tool of self-defence, vulnerable to the simple but 
correct argument that identities and differences cannot be equally respected 
and recognised. No doubt, this distorted image of language as the main 
political battleground is still prevalent today in liberal feminism, and in 
parts of the LGBT community and others. It is ideological because it 
distracts us from realising that the main political issue is not who names 
what and how things, individuals, and communities are named; rather, 
the main problem is the imbalance of structural power and the injustice 
created by it. 

17 See Jacques Derrida, ‘Force of Law: The Mystical Foundation of Authority’, in 
Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice, ed. by D. Cornell and others 
(London: Routledge, 1992).

18 For an account of Foucault’s fusion of power and discourse in his genealogy, see 
Andrius Bielskis, Towards a Postmodern Understanding of the Political 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), pp. 47–58, pp. 164–166. Claiming that 
the history of thought as discursive is to be analysed in terms of power, tactics, 
and strategies, Foucault also saw discourse to be the key battleground.  
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Deleuze’s ontology of difference is a more serious philosophical project 
than Derrida’s. Without attempting to summarise it, two points deserve our 
attention. When Deleuze claims that the poet and the politician are two 
different modes of being, and that only the poet can speak ‘in the name 
of a creative power, capable of overturning all orders and representations 
in order to affirm Difference in the state of permanent revolution which 
characterises eternal return’, while the politician is someone ‘who is above 
all concerned to deny that which “differs”, so as to conserve or prolong 
an established historical order’,19 is he not invoking Romanticism’s 
conception of art? We may draw a parallel between Deleuze’s claim 
and that of Thomas Mann. Mann, influenced by Nietzsche and German 
Romanticism, also idealised art, portrayed the artist as non-political, and, 
early in his career, argued that politics and democracy as a whole was ‘in 
itself something [...] anti-German’ (Mann 1987: 190). However, Mann 
soon realised how dangerous it was to look down on politics and prioritise 
art. Of course, Deleuze’s and Mann’s circumstances were very different, as 
post-war France did not produce the monstrosities that Hitler’s Germany 
did, but the image is still the same: politics is the sphere of banality, while 
poetry is creative, experimental, and revolutionary. Again, we see in it the 
ghost of 1968: it is the ideology of the youth, who saw politics as poetry 
and therefore failed in it and (following Deleuze’s argument) probably 
(unconsciously) wanted to fail as well. 

This brings us to the second point. In Difference and Repetition, 
Deleuze argues that traditional philosophy has conceptualised difference 
as secondary and never, apart from Nietzsche, as primary. For Deleuze, 
most traditional philosophy is an exemplification of the dogmatic image of 
thought because it starts from what is already known (its best illustration, 
we may add, is Aristotle’s endoxa). The key for Deleuze is not to think of 
being in conservative and reactive terms. Aristotle’s categories of genera, 
species, and individuals, according to Deleuze, presuppose and reinforce 
existing identities as representations of what is given and obvious. 
Therefore, Aristotle’s categorisation is of a conservative disposition, while 
Hegel’s (and, by implication, Marx’s) emphasis on negation is reactive, 
which, ultimately, is also a form of conservatism. Instead, Deleuze argues 
that ontology should be construed in ‘joyous terms’: it should think and 
affirm what lies beneath identities; difference in itself; difference as pure, 
life-affirming, revolutionary creativity. The ideological aspect of this 

19 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1994), p. 53 (emphasis added). 
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argument is this: once again, revolution moves from politics to philosophy. 
It is philosophy that is the locus for radical revolutionaries, while politics 
is the place for soulless apparatchiks and boring, ruthless opportunists 
who would get ahead by any means possible only to affirm more of the 
same. Philosophy is active, creative, and revolutionary, while politics is 
conservative through and through. 

Let us stop here and ponder. Is this right? Is this the spirit of post-1968: 
cynical realism and indifference in politics transformed into ‘revolutionary’ 
zeal directed against the dead thinkers of the past in philosophy? If so, is it 
not (at least the claim about politics) nothing more than a mere reflection 
of what happened (or the anticipation of what was about to happen20)— 
a sad truth of the defeated youth? Finally, should it not be vice versa? 
Philosophy, when necessary, needs to be conservative—it should conserve 
the tradition of rational enquiry and its standards of excellence in pursuit 
of truth (something that Deleuze, following Nietzsche, rejected as mere 
appearance); while politics, when things are bad, should be revolutionary. 
But perhaps the social and political reality of the 1970s was not all too 
bad. Perhaps the revolting students did not fully realise how much their 
authoritarian fathers—fighting together with their trade unions and 
socialist parties—did. Indeed, what followed in the 1980s—the offensive 
of capitalist forces in the form of the neoliberal project—was much worse.           

3. Two Concluding Remarks  

The difference between philosophy and ideology, among other things, is 
that the first is slow and careful while the second is the quick appropriation 
of that which is in the air. What happens to be in the air depends on many 
things, but one of them is the rare ability to foresee what is about to 
occur, to point it out and to vocalise it. The ideologist hears what is being 
voiced and makes it heard by the many, the philosopher is someone who 
articulates what is in the air. The philosophers of difference did precisely 
that—they articulated the spirit of the age—yet the discourse of difference 
gradually became appropriated by the politics of identity and its more 
sinister neoliberal form of anti-authoritarian, anti-statist individualism.21 
Individuals could now enjoy their cultural, sexual, and ethnic uniqueness—

20 Difference and Repetition was published for the first time in 1968. 
21 Michel Foucault flirtation with and one-sided account of neoliberalism has now 

become better known; see Foucault and Neoliberalism, ed. by Daniel Zamora and 
Michael C. Behrent (London: Polity Press, 2016).
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their differences—in the free market. Capitalist corporations seized the 
opportunity, and so a new consumer culture produced by them emerged. 
Corporations fostered the image of the uniqueness of individuals and were 
happy to meet their different desires. 

Given the self-images of our age and the material conditions spelled 
out, the question we should pose is ‘why difference?’ Alasdair MacIntyre 
was correct when he claimed that ‘philosophers need to begin from the 
everyday questions of plain persons, the plain persons that they themselves 
were before they took to the study of philosophy’.22 We need to link 
politics and philosophy rather than to separate them as Deleuze did. The 
key philosophical and political question today is not how to conceptualise 
difference so that the unique creative powers of individuals can be released, 
but how to philosophically and ethically articulate a convincing answer to 
the question of what the right political action today ought to be. We need 
to articulate anew the anti-capitalist form of life and its politics to push 
back against the looming ecological, social, and political crises which are 
already upon us.

22 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2016), p. 71.
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IDEOLOGY THEORY AND  
THE NEO-ARISTOTELIAN ACCOUNT OF  

PRACTICAL REASON
Towards a Dialogue

1. Introduction

In this paper, I show that the Neo-Aristotelian account of practical 
reason can contribute significantly to the theoretical debates on ideological 
subjection and resistance. With notions such as social practice and virtue, 
this account captures the moral and intellectual resources through which 
counter-ideological subjectivities can be formed. On the other hand, 
bringing Neo-Aristotelianism into dialogue with theories of ideology opens 
up ground for further development of Neo-Aristotelian social philosophy 
as a critical theory of society.

However, Alasdair MacIntyre himself has taken a critical position on the 
theory of ideology in After Virtue. How justified, then, is an attempt to bring 
his social philosophy and the theory of ideology to a dialogue? In After 
Virtue, MacIntyre acknowledged that at least ‘part of the conception of 
ideology’ informs his own critique of modern morality, but at the same time 
he rejected the Marxist theory of ideology for its ‘law-like generalisations 
which link the material conditions and class structures of societies as kinds 
of cause to ideologically informed beliefs as kinds of effect’.1 The theory 
of ideology is grouped together with other forms of causal social science of 
which MacIntyre is so critical. 

Nevertheless, there has been an important change in MacIntyre’s own 
critique of morality in contemporary societies since After Virtue. If here, as 
Caleb Bernacchio has argued, modern moral vocabulary was understood 
using the analogy of taboo, as composed of the leftovers from previous 
social contexts, and meaningless in the context of capitalist modernity, then 
in his latest Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, modern moral notions are 
analysed more like ideological misconceptions necessary for capitalism 

1 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: a Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), p. 110.
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to function.2 MacIntyre points to the dissimulating nature of capitalism, 
such that ‘in capitalist societies individuals systematically misunderstand 
themselves and their social relationships’, and refers to Louis Althusser as 
a theorist from whom we must learn that capitalism ‘is a set of structures 
that function in and through the modes of dissimulation.’3 

This opens up ground for appreciating MacIntyre’s Neo-Aristotelianism 
in light of the critique of ideology. On the other hand, the reference to 
Althusser should not overshadow the radical differences between 
Althusser’s own account of ideology and subjectivity and MacIntyre’s 
neo-Aristotelian social teleology. Furthermore, MacIntyre’s rejection of 
reductive causal social explanatory models should imply only a rejection 
of a certain type of theories of ideology, and not of all theories of ideology. 

I begin by discussing Jan Rehmann’s theory of ideology, which does not 
rest on a reductive causal model, in order to show how the neo-Aristotelian 
account of practical reason provides theoretical resources to conceptualise 
further those capacities for counter-ideological subjectification towards 
which the model points. By focusing further on Althusser’s and MacIntyre’s 
uses of the notions of practice, institution, and virtue, I show how Neo-
Aristotelianism offers a dynamic understanding of subjectivity and gives a 
more optimistic account of the moral and intellectual resources of ordinary 
people to resist ideological interpellation.

2. Jan Rehmann’s Account of Ideological Subjection and Resistance

Rehmann’s work is based on an attempt to overcome difficulties and 
limitations of the Althusserian account of ideology and subjectivity. 
Althusser distinguished between concrete ideologies, as empirical realities, 
and ideology in general, as a constitutive factor of human existence. If 
concrete ideologies are specific to certain historical periods and social 
groups, ‘ideology in general’, argues Althusser ‘has no history’, it ‘is 
eternal, exactly like the unconscious’, and ‘omnipresent, transhistorical and 
therefore immutable in form throughout the extent of history’.4 This is so 

2 Caleb Bernacchio, ‘Morality Between Taboo and Ideology: Reading MacIntyre as 
a Post-Marxist’, Rethinking Marxism, 32 (2020), pp. 207–227.

3 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reasoning, and Narrative, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016), p. 96.

4 Louis Althusser, On Ideology (London, New York: Verso, 2008), pp. 33–35. 
Italics in the original.
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because, for Althusser, ideology is subject-constitutive, molds individuals 
into subjects, and provides certain self-(mis)conceptions and identities. 
Ideology, functioning via Ideological State Apparatuses and their practices, 
‘has the function (which defines it) of ‘constituting’ concrete individuals 
as subjects.’5 Ideology produces an effect of obviousness by which people 
recognise themselves as these particular subjects. To explain this, Althusser 
uses the concept of interpellation. Ideology hails an individual as this 
specific subject, and they spontaneously recognise themself in the subject 
thus hailed: Yes, this is indeed me! Althusser stresses that there is no time 
gap between such ideological interpellation and recognition and some 
pre-ideological identity: ‘Individuals are always-already subjects’.6 Thus 
while people think they are acting as free agents, as true originators of their 
actions and beliefs, in reality they are subjected to a dominant ideology, 
because their identities as agents are themselves products of ideological 
apparatuses. Althusser relied heavily on the double meaning of the term 
‘subject’: To be a subject (an agent) is to always-already be interpellated 
by the ideological apparatus, to be subjected to hegemonic power relations. 

Rehman argues that ‘Althusser’s ideology-theory conceptualised the 
construction of ideological subjects and subjectivities too monologically 
from the top down.’7 Two aspects of Althusser’s theory merit critique: his 
notion of ideology in general and the notion of subjectivity that too closely 
equates subjectification with subjection. The theory of ideology needs, 
argues Rehmann, ‘a subject-theory that takes seriously the agency of the 
individuals and their attempts at self-socialisation and self-conduct.’8 He 
proceeds to limit the field of the ideological and develops an account of 
counter-ideological socialisation from below. 

Rehmann’s theory retains the distinction between concrete ideologies 
and the ideological but reinterprets it in a different manner. The ideological 
is no longer the inescapable, non-historical (‘eternal’) constitutive element 
of human subjectivity but refers instead to a ‘set of social relations 
determining human practices and thought-forms.’9 It is characteristic of 
class societies and points to the alienated powers standing ‘above’ society. 
Ideological subject formation is thus subjectification/socialisation from 

5 Ibid., p. 45. Italics in the original.
6 Ibid., p. 50. Italics in the original.
7 Jan Rehmann, ‘Ideology-Critique with the Conceptual Hinterland of a Theory of 

the Ideological’, Critical Sociology, 41 (2015), p. 445.
8 Jan Rehmann, The Theories of Ideology: The Powers of Alienation and Subjection 

(Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013), p. 318.
9 Ibid., p. 245.
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above, grounded in unequal power relations, in class and gender domination. 
The ideological refers only to this vertical, top-down process of subject 
formation. It describes how certain identities, ideas, and practices that 
legitimise oppressive relations, that mask or naturalise social inequalities 
and their causes, are reproduced, propagated, and sustained by the network 
of institutions and the practices they impose. 

But this is only one part of the process of subject formation. There are 
also oppositional, bottom-up collective attempts toward the construction  of 
the common life to achieve ‘common-consensual control of the conditions 
of social life.’10 As Rehmann points out, this dimension of collective 
socialisation does not exist in some kind of pure form in class societies; 
it ‘necessarily intermingles with both alienated economic forms and 
ideological practices.’11 We can never be completely outside the powers 
of capital and the state and the dominant ideological discourse. But this 
horizontal dimension, even if never in a pure form, can be witnessed in the 
various forms of collective struggle against the hegemonic powers: ‘Aspects 
of horizontal socialisation can be found whenever individuals try to regulate 
their social life and to develop corresponding social competences without, 
or against the intervention of, repressive and ideological superordinate 
apparatuses.’12

In his work, Rehman gives an example of community struggles in 
South Africa when poor communities rejected the racist overtones of 
post-apartheid governmental policies and fought back by formulating an 
alternative collective identity under the slogan ‘We are the Poors!’. This 
example allows Rehmann to distinguish between two aspects of counter-
ideological socialisation. The first is the ability to resist the dominant 
interpellation and talk back to ideological power and the second, which 
makes the first possible, is what Rehmann calls ‘horizontal interpellations’: 
The mutual, egalitarian recognition of each other as ‘the poors’.13 Thus 
not only is the aspect of talking back to hegemonic power what was 
missing in Althusser, but also the horizontal interpellations between people 
themselves that gives rise to counter-ideological collective identity. Identity 
is formed not only through ideological apparatuses, but also in resistance 
to them, and this aspect of horizontal interpellations plays an important 
role. For Rehmann, such horizontal interpellations are central in taking 
back the common, the spaces of solidarity and egalitarian self-governing, 

10 Ibid., p. 248.
11 Ibid., p. 250.
12 Ibid.
13 Ibid., pp. 176–178.
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the collective control of life: ‘Horizontal self-socialisation thus takes place 
whenever the “common”, the “commune” which has been alienated by 
ideological powers, is reclaimed and reappropriated.’14

Rehmann rightfully warns that the distinction between vertical 
ideological socialisation and horizontal socialisation does not imply any 
normative judgement: ‘Critical ideology-theory has nothing to do with a 
romantic populism that pretends to know once and for all that every anti-
ideological rebellion from below is a “good thing”, whereas every claim 
derived from ideological values is “bad”.’15 It is true that a reduction of the 
issue to a question of collective power versus dominant institutions does not 
by itself provide a criterion to judge if the specific collective subjectivity 
is emancipatory or not. For example, what if a collective develops an 
aggressively racist or homophobic self-identity? Furthermore, ideological 
powers often also seek to encourage the active participation of the populace 
and to present themselves as emerging naturally from the spontaneous 
movements of the people, of being the actualised expressions of people’s 
real interests. What is ideological and what (even if only seemingly) comes 
from below is not so easy to distinguish. The causes of false consciousness 
can only in part be reduced to the power structure. Thus, more needs to be 
said about the collective process of identity formation, which presupposes 
some sort of normativity about what is good for human beings, than has 
been said so far in terms of a distinction between top-down and bottom-up 
processes of subjectification. 

The key concept in Rehmann’s work, that is central to the further 
development of the idea of collective socialisation and ideological resistance, 
is ‘self-determined capacities to act’.16 In other words, what is needed is a 
more detailed account of how individuals develop the capacities that allow 
them to resist ideological interpellation: ‘Communities and individuals 
can only resist ideological socialisation in a sustainable manner, if they 
develop and practice capacities of collective and individual self-conduct.’17 
Rehman’s account, however, remains quite schematic about such powers 
and capacities. How should such capacities be understood and described? 
What are they? How are they developed? What philosophical language 
can describe the formation of these capacities? A theoretically fruitful 
place to look for an account of self-determined capacities to act is within 
MacIntyre’s Neo-Aristotelian social philosophy.

14 Ibid., p. 249.
15 Ibid., p. 254.
16 Ibid., p. 315.
17 Ibid., p. 304.
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3. Virtue, Practice, and Counter-ideological Socialisation: MacIntyre 
vs Althusser

The importance of MacIntyre’s sociology of practice, institution, and 
virtue for the theory of ideology can best be appreciated by comparing 
it with Althusser’s structuralist account of practice and institution. For 
Althusser, Ideological State Apparatuses, being networks of various 
institutions, function primarily through certain practices that form 
individuals into subjects. The relation between institution, practice, and 
subject is conceived as a top-down relation. For MacIntyre as well as for 
Althusser, practice primarily has a formative function. But MacIntyre’s 
account rests on a highly specific conception of social practice. Practices are 
conceived as socially established activities with internal goods. By taking 
part in practices individuals extend various human powers and capabilities 
and develop certain qualities of character and mind (virtues) needed to 
reach the internal goods of the practice; they transform their lives so as 
to achieve those goods.18 Thus, they internalise the requirements of the 
practice. But this is the crucial difference: Instead of conceiving of practices 
as only serving ideological structures, as Althusser did, MacIntyre opposes 
practices and institutions and sees a conflictual relation between the two. 
True practices focus on the internal goods of human excellence, whereas 
institutions, though necessary to sustain practices over time, focus on the 
external goods of money, power, and prestige. Institutions can corrupt 
practices by pushing them towards the pursuit of the external goods. The 
function of virtue, then, is to safeguard the flourishing of practices against 
institutions: ‘Without justice, courage and truthfulness, practices could 
not resist the corruptive power of institutions.’19 The formative influence 
of practices conceived in MacIntyrean theory captures moral resources to 
resist the demands of institutions oriented towards external goods. 

This changes fundamentally the conception of virtue. Althusser 
mockingly refers to the virtues taught by Ideological State Apparatuses: 
‘Modesty, resignation, submissiveness on the one hand, cynicism, 
contempt, arrogance, confidence, self-importance, even smooth talk and 
cunning on the other’.20 While MacIntyre would probably agree that 
dominant institutions teach such traits, these are not genuine virtues that 
are developed through practice and necessary for resisting the corrupting 

18 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 187–189.
19 Ibid., p. 194.
20 Althusser, On Ideology, p. 30.
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powers of institutions. People in contemporary societies are placed in the 
middle of a conflict between two different structures with two different 
requirements for reasoning and moral agency: A conflict between the internal 
goods of excellence of practices and the requirements of institutions. One 
can become an ideological subject in Althusser’s sense, performing one’s 
role with spontaneous recognition. But to be such a subject in an unjust 
social setting is to fail as a moral agent. 

However, the experience of practice, although fundamental, is not by 
itself enough to resist the power of ideology. A much more radical and 
critical view of existing social reality is required, which comes to light 
within MacIntyre’s discussions of narrativity and personal identity. In After 
Virtue MacIntyre stressed the need for individuals to develop a narrative 
unity of their life so as to challenge the compartmentalising nature of 
modern societies.21 Compartmentalised social reality, i.e., reality divided 
into distinct and autonomous spheres, fetters individual self-reflectivity, and 
makes people easier to manipulate. In the important essay Social structures 
and their threats to moral agency, MacIntyre advances the argument that 
effective moral agency requires collective questioning of established social 
roles and the ends pursued in a particular society. To understand oneself 
as a moral agent at the level of everyday practice, MacIntyre argues, is to 
understand oneself and to present oneself to others as having an identity 
separate from one’s social roles; it means to understand oneself and the 
other as practically rational and accountable not only in their social roles 
but also as rational individuals.22 To develop such an identity a measure of 
suspicion towards established social roles is necessary. Thus, Macintyre 
formulates a moral maxim for capitalist modernity: ‘“Ask about your own 
social and cultural order what it needs you and others not to know” has 
become an indispensable moral maxim.’23 

In Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity MacIntyre expands this theme 
further and stresses that, in order to struggle successfully against ideological 
misconceptions of ourselves and our social world, ‘[w]e therefore have to 
become suspicious of ourselves, our attitudes and our feelings’, which in 
turn requires what he calls a ‘sociological self-knowledge’, a knowledge 
that demands us to understand ‘how things appear from the very different 

21 MacIntyre, After Virtue, p. 204.
22 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Social Structures and their Threats to Moral Agency’, in 

Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics: Selected Essays, Volume 2 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 191.

23 Ibid., p. 194.
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perspective of those deprived and marginalised in one’s society.’24 This 
reference to the moral importance of the experience of the oppressed is 
essential for considerations of ideology and resistance. Terry Eagleton, in 
a similar fashion, argues why Marxist theory puts such an emphasis on the 
oppressed: It is that only from the perspective of the oppressed that certain 
key features of existing social order become visible; that those who are 
oppressed have a stronger interest in  questioning the whole social order 
in order to understand their own position in it.25 Women fighting for their 
emancipation develop a better understanding of patriarchy, oppressed 
nations get a better glimpse of imperialism, and LGBTQ+ people of 
heteronormativity. Some features of the existing social order tend to be 
unquestioned or denied from the perspective of those whose lives are 
structured around dominant (ideological) conceptions.

This allows us to make another comparison with Althusser’s theory of 
ideology. To respond spontaneously to the interpellation of the ideological 
instance is, in many cases, to fail as a moral agent. This is not to say that 
we do not usually live as Althusser describes–by spontaneously living out 
the roles we find ourselves in, roles that are defined, at least in part, by 
the capitalist mode of production. But virtue in Macintyre’s Aristotelian 
scheme prepares subjects to question the ends of their various roles. Thus, 
the relation between the subject and the subject’s roles in society becomes 
one of negotiation and sometimes even one of conflict. This is not to say 
that roles can be easily discarded and changed, but that their ends can be 
called into question. 

The success of such questioning depends to a very large extent on the 
social setting involved, as well as one’s ability to ask these questions along 
with others. Thus, MacIntyre develops an account of political community 
and of political practice, most importantly in Dependent Rational Animals. 
Here he argues that the development of practical reason requires a certain 
type of political community that cultivates ‘institutionalised forms of 
deliberation to which all those members of the community who have 
proposals, objections and arguments to contribute have access.’26 The 
essential feature of such political activity is that it is not compartmentalised 
and reserved only for experts. On the contrary, political deliberation is the 
expression of the practical rationality of ordinary people: ‘Indeed politics 

24 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, p. 112.
25 Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction (London, New York: Verso, 1991), p. 

96.
26 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need 

Virtues (Chicago and La Salle: Open Court, 1999), p. 129.
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will be that practical activity which affords the best opportunity for the 
exercise of our rational powers, an opportunity afforded only by political 
societies to whom decision-making widely shared rational deliberation is 
central’.27

In Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity MacIntyre points towards various 
communities struggling to establish forms of flourishing collective life as 
examples of Aristotelianism in action.28 Thus, his theory is first of all about 
collective attempts to enquire into and control the ends towards which 
society is aiming. As Kelvin Knight puts it, 

as a Marxist and, now as an Aristotelian, MacIntyre understands the good of 
human actors to comprise their individual and collective control of their own 
activity. This is what he once simply called freedom, and what he now calls the 
good of independent practical reason.29

Such collective control is not possible without a social setting which 
takes seriously the cultivation of the powers of practical reason of ordinary 
people. This social setting is, further, conceived by MacIntye as a place for 
the ‘utopianism of the present’,30 a site of social experimentation in which 
people can break the limitations imposed by the powers of capital and 
state: ‘We need therefore to acquire transformative political imagination, 
one that opens up opportunities for people to do the kinds of things that 
they hitherto had not believed that they were capable of doing.’31  

27 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Politics, Philosophy and the Common Good’, in The 
MacIntyre Reader, ed. by Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1998), p. 243.

28 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, pp. 178–182.
29 Kelvin Knight, Aristotelian Philosophy: Ethics and Politics from Aristotle to 

MacIntyre (Cambridge; Malden: Polity Press, 2007).
30 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Where We Were, Where We Are, Where We Need to Be’, in 

Virtue and Politics: Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary Aristotelianism, ed. by 
Paul Blackledge and Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 2011).

31 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary: Ethics, 
Resistance, and Utopia’, in Virtue and Politics: Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary 
Aristotelianism, ed. by Paul Blackledge and Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), p. 17. 
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4. Conclusion

From the discussion above it emerges that Neo-Aristotelian social 
philosophy sees people in modern societies as not in the total grip of 
ideology, but as torn between incompatible requirements and conflicts 
between practices and institutions, and their own attempts to construct 
meaningful identities and ideological interpellation. Neo-Aristotelianism 
points to the moral resources for resistance available to ordinary people 
that need to be built upon and further developed through a process of 
shared deliberation, one that can only be successful if guided by appropriate 
virtues. 

Thus, MacIntyre’s account fulfils Rehmann’s requirement for a theory 
that takes seriously the powers of ordinary people to resist ideological 
interpellation. Further, the concept of virtue can best describe those 
capacities to act that remained insufficiently theorised in Rehmann’s 
account. But this also calls attention to the need for further development in 
the Neo-Aristotelian social philosophy, in terms of developing the notion of 
virtue in light of the issues raised by the theory of ideology. Which virtues 
are necessary if we are to resist successfully the ideological misconceptions 
and ideological manipulation so prevalent in contemporary societies? In 
other words, what would be the virtues of social resistance? This calls for 
further enquiry.



sergei talanker

MACINTYRE’S CRITIQUE OF  
RORTY’S LIBERAL IRONY

1. Introduction: Rorty Challenged

MacIntyre and Rorty were once considered to hold very similar views 
that merely disagree on a few details,1 but since the publication of 
Contingence, Irony, and Solidarity2 they came to be viewed as holding 
radically incommensurable views that are merely seemingly alike.3 
While their visions of history may be presented as compatible, their 
incommensurable accounts of rationality cause them to disagree on 
a variety of other issues. One of such issues is irony. Rorty’s argument 
for the possibility of simultaneously privately holding an ironic attitude 
towards society’s values, while publicly supporting them, was critised by 
MacIntyre as running counter to practical rationality. 

In Contingence, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty defines an ‘ironist’ as 
someone who fulfills three conditions: 

(1) She has radical and continuing doubts about the final vocabulary (a set of 
words which individuals employ to justify their actions, their beliefs, and their 
lives) she currently uses, because she has been impressed by other vocabularies, 
vocabularies taken as final by people or books she has encountered; (2) she 
realizes that argument phrased in her present vocabulary can neither underwrite 
nor dissolve these doubts; (3) insofar as she philosophizes about her situation, 
she does not think that her vocabulary is closer to reality than others, that it is 
in touch with a power not herself.4

1 Kai Nielsen, ‘How to Be Sceptical about Philosophy’, Philosophy, 61 (1986), pp. 
83–93.

2 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989).

3 Paul Roth, ‘Politics and Epistemology: Rorty, MacIntyre and the Ends of 
Philosophy’, History of the Human Sciences, 2 (1989), pp. 171–191.

4 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p. 73.
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Rorty calls people of this sort ‘ironists’ because 

their realization that anything can be made to look good or bad by being 
redescribed, and their renunciation of the attempt to formulate criteria of choice 
between final vocabularies, puts them in the position which Sartre called ‘meta-
stable’: never quite able to take themselves seriously because always aware 
that the terms in which they describe themselves are subject to change, always 
aware of the contingency and fragility of their final vocabularies, and thus of 
their selves.5

In Chapter 12 of Dependent Rational Animals, MacIntyre classifies 
Rortian irony as a type of offence against truthfulness, considered as a 
virtue of ‘acknowledged dependence’ that has to do with shared language 
in which we speak to others, when making ourselves accountable to them.6 
The crux of the matter, according to MacIntyre, is that by distancing 
oneself from vocabulary of social commitments, one necessarily distances 
oneself from these commitments. To be rational is to be pro-social, thus 
framing both Sartre’s radical reformulation of values and commitments 
and Nietzschean heroic distancing from societal values and virtues 
of acknowledged dependence as irrational. People cannot maintain 
social relationships if they change their vocabulary through which their 
commitments are formulated, and one cannot flourish without maintaining 
relationships of dependence and interdependence. Loneliness is miserable 
and hence, not a sound rational choice.

MacIntyre’s considerations are as follows. A vocabulary is never merely 
mine. It is always ours. When I am called to account in a certain language, 
I am invited to consider myself through it. By ‘redescribing’ my behavior 
in another language, I am not being truthful. Ironic detachment involves 
withdrawal from a common language, presupposed in social relationships. 
We acquire and sustain self-knowledge through these relationships, and 
we cannot comprehend ourselves from a vantage point quite outside them. 
Language is never private, and hence, trying to distance oneself from the 
communal vocabulary is an exercise in futility.7 

MacIntyre supposes that Rorty might reply that it is possible to separate 
one’s (ironic) attitude towards one’s vocabulary from the attitude towards 

5 Ibid.
6 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals (Chicago: Open Court, 1999).
7 Ernesto Laclau, ‘Community and Its Paradoxes: Richard Rorty’s “Liberal 

Utopia”’, in Community at Loose Ends, ed. by Miami Theory Collective 
(University of Minnesota Press, 1991) pp. 83–98; Lior Erez, ‘Reconsidering 
Richard Rorty’s Private-Public Distinction’, Humanities, 2 (2013), pp. 193–208.
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one’s commitments, even though they are worded through that vocabulary. 
The big question is whether one’s private irony may be sufficiently insulated 
so that not to spill onto the social fabric.

2. Rorty’s Answer to the Challenge

Rorty addresses this very issue by defending his own self-
conceptualisation as a liberal ironist: a concept that caused much contention 
among philosophers.8 In Rorty we have a concrete example of someone who 
perceives himself, or, better yet, describes himself through an idiosyncratic 
term ‘ironist’, in composition with another term ‘liberal’, a combination 
that is hard to even conceive as possible. This very possibility is debated,9 
though Rorty was often considered as a living proof of this complex notion. 
While Rorty refers to a prototypical liberal ironist as a ‘she’, and often 
refers to their collective as ‘we’, the idiosyncratic characteristics of Rorty 
himself under that title are transparent to his critics.10 

If Rorty, being a great ironist, is not sure about his own final vocabulary, 
why should we take Rorty’s word that he really is a liberal ironist if, by 
definition and recursion, he is not sure of his final vocabulary? We must 
figure out, why would Rorty seek to present himself as such, and offer a 
proof and an apologia of this concept.

A person that actively supports liberal public policies over all other 
policies, while privately being ironic towards all vocabularies (including 
the liberal one) within a process of self-creation, is a chimera. One may 
rightfully ask, how viable is such a creature? Rorty admits that it would be 
a challenge to disprove the notion that ‘no one can divide herself up into 
a private self-creator and a public liberal, that the same person cannot be, 
in alternate moments, Nietzsche and J. S. Mill’. Having faced criticism 

8 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p. 89f.
9 Nancy Fraser, ‘Solidarity or Singularity? Richard Rorty between Romanticism 

and Technocrazy’, Praxis, 8 (1988), pp. 257–272; Brad Frazier, Rorty and 
Kierkegaard on Irony and Moral Commitment (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2006); Andrew Ipkin, ‘Taking Rorty’s Irony Seriously’, Humanities, 2 (2013), pp. 
292–312.

10 Jean Bethke Elshtain, ‘Don’t Be Cruel: Reflections on Rortyian Liberalism’, in 
Richard Rorty, ed. by Charles Guignon and David Hiley (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003) pp. 139–157; Rudi Visker, ‘“Hold the Being”: How to 
Split Rorty between Irony and Finitude’, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 25 
(1999), pp. 27–45.
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on this point, later, Rorty would characterise attempting to answer this 
challenge as ‘misguided’.11

It is argued that Rorty would concede that such a hybrid is theoretically 
unattainable yet quite possible in real life.12 Thus, we ought to try and judge 
Rorty’s self-conception, or creation, in his own terms. We will have to 
examine whether Rorty himself embodied this hybrid. 

Originally, Rorty answers this challenge in what would later be labeled 
as ‘elitist’13 terms: while it would be hard, in general, for a non-intellectual 
to be an ironist, being an ironist is quite typical for an intellectual. In other 
words, while most people perceive themselves through the feedback they 
receive from the public, through common vocabulary, intellectuals do 
not necessarily buy into the notion that the self is an objective social fact, 
and hence, do not take a social commentary on them as something that 
defines them. Intellectuals view selves as works of art to be created, not 
discovered. Thus, whatever feedback the J.S. Mill persona receives, the 
Nietzsche persona does not apply to itself, and does not make appearances 
in public.

What may be the positive aspect of leading such a double life, according 
to Rorty? A liberal ironist can both enjoy an unhindered private voyage 
of poetic self-creation without simultaneously disrupting the liberal public 
discourse, which is a backbone of a liberal public order, the only order 
willing to tolerate and sustain such a voyage. Trying to prove that private 
irony does not erode the liberal discourse, Rorty underplays the role of 
rationality and clarity or transparency of conceptions for the functioning 
of and in different societies. The importance of public consensus that 
seems to be needed for a society to function is overrated. The mainstream 
Western philosophers, including MacIntyre, flatter themselves when they 
say that without the agreement on the exact meaning of the terms we 
are using, people would simply fail to cooperate. Western political and 
social institutions make liberal societies possible, not the philosophers that 
analyse the principles behind these institutions, after the fact.

Rorty’s ironist does not believe that language and rationality perform 
the role of the glue that holds liberal societies together. Human beings 
are not simply vocabularies incarnated. Rather, a human being thinks that 

11 Michael Bacon, ‘Rorty, Irony and the Consequences of Contingency for Liberal 
Society’, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 43 (2017), pp. 953–965.

12 Michael Bacon, ‘A Defense of Liberal Irony’, Res Publica, 11 (2005), pp. 403–
423;  Frazier, Rorty and Kierkegaard on Irony and Moral Commitment.

13 Rob Reich, ‘The Paradoxes of Education in Rorty’s Liberal Utopia’, Philosophy 
of Education (1996), pp. 342–351; Fraser, ‘Solidarity or Singularity?’. 
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recognition of a common susceptibility to humiliation is the only social 
bond that is needed. She defines a person, qua moral subject, as ‘something 
that can be humiliated’. Her sense of human solidarity is based on a sense 
of a common danger, not on a common possession or a shared power.14 She 
recognises that humiliation and pain cannot be redescribed. Thus, pain is 
both deeper than language, and, eventually, within any given vocabulary, 
serves as the ultimate appeal for solidarity.

An intellectual liberal ironist must know that most people do not want to 
be redescribed. They want to be taken on their own terms—taken seriously 
just as they are and just as they speak. The ironist tells them that the 
language they speak is up for grabs by her and her kind.15 Most people are 
common-sensualists, that is, by Rorty’s definition, the opposite of ironists. 
Redescription often humiliates. So, what stops an ironist from performing 
their cruel and humiliating acts of redescription in public? Theoretically at 
least, a thinker like Nietzsche may be outwardly ironic even if it is cruel. 
A Rortyan ironist, however, would keep ironic thoughts to herself, and 
even fiercely defend her right to keep her thoughts to herself. Thus, while 
theoretically nothing is sure to stop an ironist from expressing her elitist 
views in public, in real life a true liberal ironist would refrain from doing 
so. 

3. A Criticism of Rorty’s Answer

While proving the above-mentioned theoretical possibility would be 
pointless, we ought to press the issue of whether Rorty is guilty of a ‘no true 
Scotsman’ fallacy: if a self-described liberal ironist publicly redescribes 
others (as being non-intellectual, for example), she is not a true liberal 
ironist. But is Rorty himself a true liberal ironist, in that sense?

To prove that a liberal ironist is not motivated to do anything that may 
undermine a liberal order, Rorty appeals to ‘rationality’: the very notion 
that he undermined earlier. While Rorty does not explicitly use this term 
to frame the thought process that leads an ironist to be liberal as ‘rational’, 
one can find no other term to describe this process better. 

Rorty acknowledges that the connection between liberalism and 
metaphysicism, or a belief in a certain final vocabulary, is more natural 
than that between liberalism and ironism. In fact, he recognises only one 

14 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p. 91.
15 Ibid., p. 89.
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train of thought that leads an ironist towards liberalism. He argues that 
a liberal social order is the only one that would be willing to tolerate an 
ironist. Thus, upholding a liberal order is a necessary condition for an 
ironist to engage in self-creation. 

Irony must be kept from entering the thinking of the hoi polloi, which 
is likely to lead to the collapse of a liberal social order. Rorty ‘cannot go 
on to claim that there could or ought to be a culture whose public rhetoric 
is ironist’.16 The notion of a liberal society, while not explicitly involving 
either pain or humiliation, is not subjected to redescription by Rorty. 
Why? ‘Societal collapse’ and ‘restrictions upon the freedom of speech’ 
are not treated by Rorty as mere expressions, because the threat of such 
social phenomena to an ironist intellectual is real. That is to say that while 
the notion of ‘liberal society’ may be subject to historical changes and 
represents nothing absolute and concrete, the limits, beyond which a society 
ceases to be liberal, are very much concrete and absolute. The concept of 
liberal society does implicitly contain references to pain and humiliation 
that people, living outside of such societies, constantly experience.

4. Rorty’s Utopia

Ideally, liberal ironists will live in a society that is tolerant to private 
irony, and whose public discourse is not metaphysical. While Rorty does 
not believe in a culture whose public rhetoric is ironist, he expresses a belief 
that ‘a liberal culture whose public rhetoric is nominalist and historicist 
is both possible and desirable’. In other words, if the non-intellectuals 
will be socialised to doubt their own process of socialisation, the liberal 
society will collapse; however, if they are taught to see themselves as 
‘contingent through and through, without feeling any particular doubts 
about the contingencies they happened to be’, such type of a liberal society 
could endure. The question is, what could prevent the people, socialised 
into a nominalist and historicist public vocabulary from developing ironic 
attitudes towards it?

The rhetoric into which the young will be thus socialised, according to 
Rorty would give rise to a person, 

who would not need a justification for her sense of human solidarity, for 
she was not raised to play the language game in which one asks and gets 

16 Ibid., p. 87.
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justifications for that sort of belief. Her culture is one in which doubts about the 
public rhetoric of the culture are met not by Socratic requests for definitions and 
principles, but by Deweyan requests for concrete alternatives and programs.17 

In other words, she will not rationally question her vocabulary, as she 
is, by design, not socialised into traditional (Plato to Kant) philosophy. 
Since she has not learned to question the public vocabulary, or any other 
vocabulary for that matter, in rational terms, she will not be able to develop 
an ironic attitude towards rationality and its methods. On the other hand, 
she will be able to evaluate concrete alternatives and programs without 
learning the Socratic method. This prospect is characterised by Reich18 as 
‘elitist’ and difficult to imagine.

To better understand Rorty, let us reformulate his vision from the point 
of view of a liberal ironist, in historical terms. An ironist is someone who 
was educated, rather than socialised, in a rationalistic tradition. Having 
learned about certain epistemological cul-de-sacs, she becomes aware 
of the tendency of radical thinkers to go beyond the limits of rationality, 
and the possibility of adopting creative and, hence, self-creative, attitudes 
towards the selfhood and personhood. After learning of a few examples of 
such radical thinkers, she becomes aware of the danger such thinking poses 
to the liberal social order. She realises that this is exactly the type of order 
that allows her to be self-creative without much pushback from the society. 
Thus, she realises that her interest lies in perpetuating such a society rather 
than dismantling it. This is how an ironist becomes a liberal ironist. And 
we are back at answering the questions of whether liberal public discourse 
can coexist with private irony, hermetically separated.

5. The Public-Private Divide Pierced

Rorty argues that for a liberal society to endure, ironism must remain 
a private matter, ergo it should be kept out of public discourse. Outside 
the circle of likeminded intellectuals, liberal ironists must confirm what 
they privately doubt. Within the wider circle of intellectuals, you advise 
them to keep their doubts private, so that they do not rock the liberal boat, 
which allows you (yes, and them) to keep self-creating and redescribing. 
Mathematically, the less people engage in redescribing the liberal political 

17 Ibid.
18 Reich, ‘The Paradoxes of Education in Rorty’s Liberal Utopia’, p. 346.
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order, the longer such order may be maintained for the sake of those who 
engage in redescription. 

The biggest challenge for an intellectual is keeping one’s private thoughts 
from entering the public sphere. Various scholars argue that liberal ironists’ 
vocabulary is supposed to remain fractured.19 They speak two different 
languages. Yet as Visker notes,20 ironists, Rorty tells us, desperately need 
to talk to other people. Conant quotes Rorty quoting Orwell: 

The greatest mistake is to imagine that the human being is an autonomous 
individual. […] your thoughts are never entirely your own. Philosophers, 
writers, artists, even scientists, not only need encouragement and an audience, 
they need constant stimulation from other people [...]. Take away freedom of 
speech, and the creative faculties dry up.21

Illustrating his thesis, Rorty refers to such great ironists as Hegel, 
Nietzsche, Derrida, and Foucault as private philosophers,22 in a sense that 
their discourse is useless when it comes to politics: their only appeal is to 
individuals. Of course, Rorty foresees such an argument would be rejected 
by someone like Habermas, who, following Marx, assumes that the task 
of philosophy is to supply some social glue, and who sees an attack on the 
notions of universality and rationality as irresponsible subjectivism. Rorty’s 
strategy to combat such arguments is to downplay the cohesive function 
of metaphysical notions per se, and those of rationality and universality, 
specifically, and magnify the cohesive qualities of a metaphysical belief 
held by liberals (even if they are ironic liberals) that ‘cruelty is the worst 
thing we do’. 

This part of Rorty’s argument is extremely difficult to accept. First, 
redescribing these very famous public thinkers as private philosophers 
seems rather sketchy. Once a book is published, it is no longer private. 
These thinkers had absolutely no intention of keeping their thoughts to 
themselves, or private. Thus, when Rorty argues that they overstepped the 
boundaries that he drew for them, he tells us that this happens to ironists 

19 Tracy Llanera, ‘Redeeming Rorty’s Private-Public Distinction’, Contemporary 
Pragmatism, 13 (2016), pp. 319–340; Erez, ‘Reconsidering Richard Rorty’s 
Private-Public Distinction’; Ipkin, ‘Taking Rorty’s Irony Seriously’; Shirley 
Pendlebury, ‘Utopia Flawed? A Response to Reich on Rorty’, Philosophy of 
Education (1996), pp. 352–355.

20 Visker, ‘“Hold the Being”’, p. 32.
21 James Conant, ‘Freedom, Cruelty, and Truth: Rorty versus Orwell’, in Rorty and 

His Critics, ed. by Robert Brandom (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 287.
22 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p. 83.
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all the time. It is simply a matter of fact that they are read, taught, and 
studied in public universities, and not just by elite private intellectuals. 
Second, it would only take an extremely radical redescription, bordering 
on denying the obvious, to negate the actual political impact of the ideas, 
expressed by these philosophers. Third, even if we were to agree that 
the forementioned philosophers are ‘useless when it comes to politics’, 
they are nevertheless socially divisive, by their very intent. They cannot 
be considered ‘harmless’, in a sense that nobody reads them besides a 
few intellectuals, holding little or no influence in society, because, at the 
very least they widen the gap between the intellectuals and the rest of the 
society. As more and more people get tertiary education nowadays, people 
who are familiar with the woks of the likes of Hegel, Nietzsche, Derrida, 
and Foucault, can less and less be viewed as a marginal group. As Rorty 
notices: ‘Irony is, if not intrinsically resentful, at least reactive. Ironists 
have to have something to have doubts about, something from which to be 
alienated’.23 Whenever ironists reach a certain critical mass in society—
they react, and their reaction has political and social consequences.

It is also not the case that the intellectual community regarded the 
exclusion of irony from the public sphere as positively as Rorty wished 
they would. Topper recognises the potential of ironic redescription to help 
us solve the problems with liberal societies, and he criticises Rorty for not 
being open to redescription of power relations within liberal societies.24 
Voparil argues that without participation in private life, self-realisation is 
incomplete. Thus, an ironist must bring her irony to the public sphere.25 
While Bacon would have us believe that irony is a civic virtue and might 
have positive social consequences;26 others, such as Bernstein warn us 
that public irony is rather common: we may recognise it under the title of 
‘political spin’: politicians redescribe events to fit their narratives all the 
time, and they are not shy about re-redescribing them many times over.27

Discussing the treatment of Orwell in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity 
as a purely political thinker, Conant criticises Rorty’s notion that there are 

23 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p. 88.
24 Keith Topper, ‘Richard Rorty, Liberalism and the Politics of Redescription’, 

American Political Science Review, 89 (1995), pp. 954–965.
25 Christopher Voparil, Richard Rorty: Politics and Vision (Oxford: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, 2006).
26 Bacon, ‘Rorty, Irony and the Consequences of Contingency for Liberal Society’, 

p. 954.
27 Richard Bernstein, ‘Rorty’s Inspirational Liberalism’, in Richard Rorty, ed. by 

Charles Guignon and David Hiley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), pp. 124–138.
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purely private or aesthetic, and purely public or political, thinkers. He 
argues that Orwell thought that there is an important connection between 
politics and literature. Literature provides a means for fighting a kind of 
corruption of language which facilitates the task of those who seek to hide 
the truth.28

Redescription is a tool, long used in politics, and one would be naïve 
to expect it to disappear from the public sphere. Instead, it is something to 
be fought and resisted through the precise use of language and literature. 
Conant recognises Rorty’s belief that ‘philosophically sophisticated debate 
[...] is pretty harmless stuff’ as his blind spot, which ‘leaves him utterly 
unable to locate one of the central preoccupations of Orwell’s work: the 
totalitarian ends to which the labor of intellectuals can be put’.29 Conant 
argues that unlike Rorty, Orwell believed that there are worse things than 
cruelty: ‘The really frightening thing about totalitarianism is not that it 
commits “atrocities” but that it attacks the concept of objective truth’.30 
When truth must conform to the standard supplied by the community of 
‘comrades’ with whom you ought to express your solidarity, cruelty will 
follow. 

6. Conclusion

We may conclude that psychologically, it may be possible to be a private 
ironist and a public liberal, but it is not easy, by any means. The biggest 
challenge for an ironically inclined intellectual is to keep her thoughts 
private. If by intellectual we mean someone who publishes her thoughts 
for a living, and she wants to remain both private ironist and public liberal, 
she ought to refrain from publishing the thoughts that ridicule the liberal 
vocabulary. Publishing a book defending irony, ironically constitutes a 
failure to keep irony private.

In practical terms, once irony escapes the private domain, nothing stops 
it from eroding and undermining the liberal discourse. When Rorty himself 
published Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, did he do it as a private 
ironist or as a public liberal? Neither, it seems. If the purpose of his book 
was to persuade large groups of ironists to keep their doubts private, the 
means chosen in this book, including the very act of publishing it, betray 

28 Conant, ‘Freedom, Cruelty, and Truth’,  p. 279.
29 Ibid, p. 293.
30 Ibid, p. 295.
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its purpose. It is hard to imagine an ironist, who, having read Rorty’s book, 
decided to keep her thoughts to herself. 

Rorty’s book inadvertently exposes ironists as hypocritical elitists 
that hope that a specific type of education would keep the masses from 
grasping the irony of being socialised as commonsensically nominalist and 
historicist, without making them doubt their own process of socialisation. 
In the ideal liberal society, the intellectuals would still be ironists, although 
the nonintellectuals would not, says Rorty.31 To achieve this situation, 
Rorty’s book, among others, must be kept out of public libraries.

We should not fear irony and redescription escaping the private domain. 
They are out in the public domain, and they have been there for a long 
while. What we must fear is its public apologetics under a premise of 
keeping it private and under the lid. Public arguments for private irony 
defeat their declared purpose. The only private ironists we may trust are the 
ones we never heard of in public.

31 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p. 87.





BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abbey, Ruth, Charles Taylor (Teddington: Acumen, 2000).

Ahmed, Ashir and Suku Sinnappan, ‘The Role of Social Media during 
Queensland Floods: An Empirical Investigation on the Existence of 
Multiple Communities of Practice (MCoPs)’, Pacific Asia Journal of 
the Association for Information Systems, 5 (2013), pp. 1–22.

Allen, James, ‘Why There Are Ends of Both Goods and Evils in Ancient 
Ethical Theory’, in Strategies of Argument Essays in Ancient Ethics, 
Epistemology, and Logic, ed. by Mi-Kyoung Lee (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), pp. 231–254.

Althusser, Louis, On Ideology (London, New York: Verso, 2008).

Amori, Matteo, ‘L’amore eccedente. Heidegger e Scheler sul problema 
della definizione dell’uomo’, in L’intrico dell’io, ed. by F. Bonicalzi and 
S. Facioni (Milano: Jaca Book, 2014), pp. 79-93.

Aquinas, Thomas, Opera Omnia, ed. by the Leonine Commission, (Rome: 
Typographia Polyglotta and others, 1882–), IV–XII: Summa Theologiae, 
ed. by the Dominican Friars (1888-1906).

——, Summa Theologiae (Rome: Editiones Paulinae, 1962).

Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, ed. by Ingram Bywater, trans. by Terence 
Irwin, Aristotle’s Ethica Nicomachea (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894).

——, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. by William D. Ross, in The Basic Works 
of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Modern Library, 2001).

——, Politics, trans. by R. F. Stalley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009).



260 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Arnhart, Larry, Darwinian Natural Right: The Biological Ethics of Human 
Nature (New York: SUNY University Press, 1998).

———, ‘Review of The Temptations of Evolutionary Ethics’, Politics and 
the Life Sciences, 18 (1999), pp. 132-134.

Audi, Robert, ‘Acting From Virtue’, Mind, 104 (1995), pp. 449-471.

Bacon, Michael, ‘A Defense of Liberal Irony’, Res Publica, 11 (2005), pp. 
403–423.

——, ‘Rorty, Irony and the Consequences of Contingency for Liberal 
Society’, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 43 (2017), pp. 953–965.

Banai, Ayelet, and others, eds, Social Justice, Global Dynamics: Theoretical 
and Empirical Perspectives (London-New York: Routledge, 2011).

Batstone, Matthew, ‘In Defence of the Humanities’, The Guardian, 
11 January 2012, <https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-
network/blog/2012/jan/11/defend-humanities-graduates> (accessed 6 
April 2022).

Berardinelli, Sergio and Luigi Cimmino, ‘Il Realismo etico di Alasdaire 
MacIntyre. Identità e comunità tra le pagine di Dopo la Virtù’, Acta 
Philosophica, 28 (2019), pp. 241-256.

Bernacchio, Caleb, ‘Morality Between Taboo and Ideology: Reading 
MacIntyre as a Post-Marxist’, Rethinking Marxism, 32 (2020), pp. 207–
227.

Bernstein, Richard, ‘Rorty’s Inspirational Liberalism’, in Richard Rorty, 
ed. by Charles Guignon and David Hiley (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), pp. 124–138.

Bhargava, Vikram R. and Manuel Velasquez, ‘Ethics of the Attention 
Economy: The Problem of Social Media Addiction’, Business Ethics 
Quarterly, 31 (2021), pp. 321–359. 

Bielskis, Andrius, Towards a Postmodern Understanding of the Political 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).



Bibliography 261

 ——, ‘Anti-Capitalist Politics and Labour for the Twenty-First Century’, 
in Virtue and Economy, ed. by Andrius Bielskis & Kelvin Knight 
(London: Routledge, 2015), pp. 229–248.

——, Existence, Meaning, Excellence (London: Routledge, 2017).

Blackledge, Paul, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism: A Marxist 
Critique’, in Virtue Ethics and Contemporary Aristotelianism: Modernity, 
Conflict and Politics, ed. by Andrius Bielskis, Eleni Leontsini, and 
Kelvin Knight (London: Bloomsbury, 2020), pp. 222-235.

Blakely, Jason, Alasdair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, and the Demise of 
Naturalism (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 2016).

Bloch, R. Howard, ‘What Words Are Worth?’, Humanities, 30 (2009), pp. 
1–6.

Bombelli, Giovanni, Occidente e ‘figure’ comunitarie (volume introduttivo). 
‘Comunitarismo’ e ‘comunità’: Un percorso critico-esplorativo tra 
filosofia e diritto (Napoli: Jovene, 2010).

——, ‘Aristotle on Justice and Law: Koinonia, Justice and Politeia’, in 
Human Rights, Rule of Law and the Contemporary Social Challenges 
in Complex Societies: Proceedings of the XXVI World Congress 
of Philosophy of Law and Social Philosophy of the Internationale 
Vereinigung für Rechts-und Sozialphilosophie, ed. by Marcelo Galuppo 
and others (Belo Horizonte: Initia Via, 2015), pp. 1080-1101.

Brown, Donald, Human Universals (New York: McGraw Hill, 1991).

Buber, Martin, Between Man and Man, trans. by R. Gregor-Smith, (London: 
Taylor & Francis, 2004).

Buchanan, Richard, ‘Human Dignity and Human Rights: Thoughts on the 
Principles of Human-Centered Design’, Design Issues, 17 (2001), pp. 
35–39.

Carr, David, Professionalism and Ethics in Teaching (London: Routledge, 
2000).



262 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Cevetello, Joseph, ‘The Elite Glucometer’, in Sherry Turkle, Evocative 
Objects. Things We Think With (Cambridge, Mass., London: MIT Press, 
2007), pp. 62-69.

Chamberlain, Charles, ‘The Meaning of Prohairesis in Aristotle’s Ethics’, 
Transactions of the American Philological Association, 114 (1984), pp. 
147–157.

Chan, Jeffrey K. H., ‘Design Ethics: Reflecting on the Ethical Dimensions 
of Technology, Sustainability, and Responsibility in the Anthropocene’, 
Design Studies, 54 (2018), pp. 184–200.

Chomsky, Noam, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (MIT Press: Cambridge 
Mass., 1965).

——, Reflections on Language, (New York:  Pantheon Books, 1975).
——, Mark D. Hauser, and W. Tecumseh Fitch, ‘The Faculty of Language:  

What Is It, Who Has It and How Did It Evolve?’, Science, 298 (2002), 
pp. 1569–1579.

——, On Anarchism (New York:  AK Press, 2005).

Chung, Siyoung and Hichang Cho, ‘Fostering Parasocial Relationships with 
Celebrities on Social Media: Implications for Celebrity Endorsement’, 
Psychology & Marketing, 34 (2017), pp. 481–495.

Clark, Andy, ‘Memento’s Revenge: The Extended Mind, Extended’, in The 
Extended Mind, ed. by Richard Menary (Cambridge, Mass., London: 
The MIT Press, 2010), pp. 43-66.

Clark, Andy and David Chalmers, ‘The Extended Mind’, Analysis, 58 
(1998), pp. 7-19.

Collier, John, and Sting, Michael, eds, Evolutionary Moral Realism 
(Routledge: London, 2019).

Conant, James, ‘Freedom, Cruelty, and Truth: Rorty versus Orwell’, in 
Rorty and His Critics, ed. by Robert Brandom (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2000), pp. 268–341.

Cooper, Rachel, ‘Design Research. Its 50-Year Transformation’, Design 
Studies, 65 (2019), pp. 6–17.



Bibliography 263

Coppens, Yves, and Brigitte Senut, Origines de la bipédie (CNRS: Paris, 
1992).

Cross, Nigel, Designerly Ways of Knowing (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2007).
———, ‘Editorial: Design as a Discipline’, Design Studies, 65 (2019), pp. 

1–5.

D’Andrea, Thomas, Tradition, Rationality and Virtue: The Thought of 
Alasdair MacIntyre (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007).

Dagger, Richard, ‘Patriotism and Republicanism’, in Handbook of 
Patriotism, ed. by M. Sardoč, (Cham: Springer, 2020), pp 87-104.

Damonte, Marco, ‘Un contributo alla storiografia della filosofia analitica’, 
in  Analisi. Annuario della Società Italiana di Filosofia Analitica 2011, 
ed. by Richard Davies (Milano-Udine: Mimesis, 2011), pp. 331–342. 

——, ‘La storia della filosofia secondo Anthony Kenny’, Studia 
Philosophica, 76 (2017), pp. 205–220.

——, ‘A Historiographical Label, Its Evidence, Its Misunderstanding 
and Its Future: Wittgensteinian Thomism’, Lexicon Philosophicum. 
International Journal for the History of Texts and Ideas, 6 (2018), pp. 
199–213.

——, ‘Anscombe and the History of Philosophy: The Case of Aristotle’, 
Philosophical News, 18 (2019), pp. 9–26.

Danaher, John, ‘Technological Change and Human Obsolescence. An 
Axiological Analysis’, Techné: Research in Philosophy and Technology, 
forthcoming. 

Dargin, Jennifer S., Chao Fan, and Ali Mostafavi, ‘Vulnerable Populations 
and Social Media Use in Disasters: Uncovering the Digital Divide in 
Three Major U.S. Hurricanes’, International Journal of Disaster Risk 
Reduction, 54 (2021), pp. 1–17.

Davidson Donald, Essays on Actions and Events (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 
1980).

De Cruz, Helen, and De Smedt, Johan, eds, Empirically Engaged 
Evolutionary Ethics (New York: Springer, 2021). 



264 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

‘In Defense of the Humanities’ Editorial, The Harvard Crimson, 26 
February 2016 <https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2016/2/26/in-
defense-of-humanities> (accessed 6 April 2022).

De Simone, Antonio, Destino moderno. Jürgen Habermas. Il pensiero e la 
critica (Perugia: Morlacchi University Press, 2018).

Deibert, Ronald J., ‘The Road to Digital Unfreedom: Three Painful Truths 
About Social Media’, Journal of Democracy, 30 (2019), pp. 25–39.

Deleuze, Gilles, Difference and Repetition (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1994).

——, Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975–1995 (New 
York: Semiotext(e), 2007).

Derrida, Jacques, ‘Force of Law: The Mystical Foundation of Authority’, 
in Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice, ed. by D. Cornell and 
others (London: Routledge, 1992), pp. 3–67.

——, Monolingualism of the Other or the Prosthesis of Origin (Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press, 1998).

Dorst, Kees, Lucy Kaldor, Lucy Klippan, and Rodger Watson, Designing 
for the Common Good (Amsterdam: Bis Publishers, 2016).

Dostoevsky, Fëdor, Crime and Punishment (New York: Penguin Books, 
2014).

Dukea, Éilish and Christian Montag, ‘Smartphone Addiction, Daily 
Interruptions and Self-Reported Productivity’, Addictive Behaviors 
Reports, 6 (2017), pp. 90-95. 

Dunne, Joseph, ‘Ethics Revised: Flourishing as Vulnerable and Dependent. 
A Critical Notice of Alasdair MacIntyre’s Dependent Rational Animals’, 
International Journal of Philosophical Studies, 10 (2002), pp. 339–363.

——, ‘Arguing for Teaching as a Practice: A Reply to Alasdair 
MacIntyre’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 37 (2003), pp. 353–69.

Duns Scotus, Ioannes, Opera Omnia, ed. by the Commissio Scotistica 
(Civitas Vaticana, 1950–), II– XIV: Ordinatio, ed. by Carolus Balić and 
others (1950-2013).



Bibliography 265

Eagleton, Terry, Ideology: An Introduction (London, New York: Verso, 
1991).

‘Editorial: A Theory Abandoned but Still Compelling’, Yale Medicine 
Magazine, Autumn 2008, <https://medicine.yale.edu/news/yale-
medicine-magazine/article/a-theory-abandoned-but-still-compelling> 
(accessed 31 March 2022).

Elshtain, Jean B., ‘Don’t Be Cruel: Reflections on Rortyian Liberalism’, 
in Richard Rorty, ed. by Charles Guignon and David Hiley (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003) pp. 139–157.

Erez, Lior, ‘Reconsidering Richard Rorty’s Private-Public Distinction’, 
Humanities, 2 (2013), pp. 193–208.

Everett, Daniel, Language: The Cultural Tool (New York: Vintage, 2012).
——, How Language Began:  The Story of Humanity’s Greatest Invention 

(New York:  Liveright, 2017).

Farber, Paul Lawrence, ed., The Temptations of Evolutionary Ethics 
(University of California Press: Berkeley, 1998).

Feng Teng, Mark, ‘A Narrative Inquiry of Identity Construction in 
Academic Communities of Practice: Voices from a Chinese Doctoral 
Student in Hong Kong’, Pedagogies: An International Journal, 15 
(2020), pp. 40–59.

Fineman, Martha A., The Neutered Mother, the Sexual Family and other 
Twentieth Century Tragedies (New York: Routledge, 1995).

——, The Autonomy Myth. A Theory of Dependency (New York: New York 
Press, 2004).

Fischer, Joachim, ‘Androiden – Menschen – Primaten. Philosophische 
Anthropologie als Platzhalterin des Humanismus’, in Humanismus in 
Geschichte und Gegenwart, ed. by R. Faber and E. Rudolph (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2002), pp. 229-239.

——, Philosophische Anthropologie: Eine Denkrichtung des 20. 
Jahrhunderts (Freiburg Im Briesgau: Karl Alber, 2009).



266 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

FitzPatrick, William, ‘Morality and Evolutionary Biology’, in The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2021 
Edition) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2021/entries/morality-
biology>  (accessed 31 March 2022).

Floridi, Luciano, Josh Cowls, Thomas C. King, and Mariarosaria Taddeo, 
‘How to Design AI for Social Good: Seven Essential Factors’, Science 
and Engineering Ethics, 26 (2020), pp. 1771–1796.

Foucault, Michel, Penal Theories and Institutions: Lecture of College de 
France 1971–1972 (New York: Picard, 2019).

Frankena, William K., ‘MacIntyre and Modern Morality’, Ethics, 93 
(1983), pp. 579–587.

Frankfurt, Harry, ‘Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person’, 
Journal of Philosophy, 68 (1971), pp. 5-20.

Fraser, Nancy, ‘Solidarity or Singularity? Richard Rorty between 
Romanticism and Technocrazy’, Praxis, 8 (1988), pp. 257–272.

Frazer, Elizabeth and Nicola Lace, The Politics of Community: A Feminist 
Critique of the Liberal-Communitarian Debate (Hemel Hempstead: 
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993).

Frazier, Brad, Rorty and Kierkegaard on Irony and Moral Commitment 
(New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2006).

Froelich, Gregory. ‘The Equivocal Status of Bonum Commune’, New 
Scholasticism, 63 (1989), pp. 38-57.

Funke, Andreas and Redaelli, Roberto, eds, ‘Rethinking the Sources of 
Normativity’, Etica & Politica / Ethics & Politics, 23 (2021), pp. 257-
260.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg, Truth and Method, trans. by Garrett Barden and 
John Cumming (New York: Seabury Press 1975).



Bibliography 267

Gahl, Robert, ‘MacIntyre on Teleology, Narrative and Human Flourishing: 
Towards a Thomistic Narrative Anthropology’, Acta Philosophica, 
(2019), pp. 179-196. 

Gilbert, Sophie, ‘Learning to Be Human’, The Atlantic, 30 June 2016 
<https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/06/learning-
to-be-human/489659/> (accessed 6 April 2022).

Giolo, Orsetta and Baldassare Pastore, Vulnerabilità. Analisi 
interdisciplinare di un concetto (Roma: Carocci, 2018).

Glock, Hans-Johann, What is Analytic Philosophy? (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008).

Goodin, Robert E., Protecting the Vulnerable (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 1985).

Guersenzvaig, Ariel, The Goods of Design: Professional Ethics for 
Designers (London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021).

Habermas, Jürgen, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. Untersuchungen 
zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Neuwied am Rhein: 
Luchterhand 1962).

——, ‘Remarks on Legitimation through Human Rights’, Modern 
Schoolman, 75 (1998), pp. 87–100.

——, Die Zukunft der menschlichen Natur. Auf dem Weg zu einer liberalen 
Eugenik? (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2001).

Han, Byung-Chul, The Transparency Society (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2015). 

Haneda, Mari, ‘Classrooms as Communities of Practice: A Reevaluation’, 
TESOL Quarterly, 40 (2006), pp. 807–817.

Hardt, Michael & Negri, Antonio, Multitude (London: Penguin, 2005).

Hartmann, Marie, Kaja Misvær Kistorp, and Emilie Strømmen Olsen, 
‘Using Prototyping and Co-Creation to Create Ownership and Close 
Collaboration: Reducing the Waiting Time for Breast Cancer Patients’, 
in This Is Service Design Doing, ed. by Marc Stickdorn, Adam Lawrence, 



268 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Markus Hormess, and Jakob Schneider (Sebastopol: O’Reilly Media, 
2018), pp. 252–255.

Harvey, David, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005).

Heidegger, Martin, Being and Time (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1962).
Andenken an Max Scheler, in Max Scheler in Gegenwartsgeschehen der 

Philosophie, ed. by P. Good (Bern-Muenchen: Francke, 1975).
——, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, trans. by W. McNeill 

and N. Walker (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996).
——, Ontology: The Hermeneutics of Facticity, trans. by J. van Buren 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999).
——, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, 5th edn, enlarged, transl. by 

R. Taft (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008).

Hirschfeld, Mary L., Aquinas and the Market: Toward a Humane Economy 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2018). 

——, ‘The Economic Common Good and Institutions’, Journal of Catholic 
Social Thought, 17 (2020), pp. 7-17.

Hitz, Zena. Lost in Thought: The Hidden Pleasures of an Intellectual Life 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2020).

Hjorth, Larissa and Kyoung-hwa Y. Kim, ‘The Mourning After: A Case 
Study of Social Media in the 3.11 Earthquake Disaster in Japan’, 
Television and New Media, 12 (2011), pp. 552–559.

Horton, Donald and R. Richard Wohl, ‘Mass Communication and Parasocial 
Interaction: Observations on Intimacy at a Distance, Psychiatry, 19 
(1956), pp. 215–229. 

Hume, David, Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. by Jerome 
B. Schneewind (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1983).

Ipkin, Andrew, ‘Taking Rorty’s Irony Seriously’, Humanities, 2 (2013), pp. 
292–312.

Jameson, Frederic, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late 
Capitalism (London: Verso, 1991).



Bibliography 269

Jenkins, Ryan, ‘50 Percent of Emails and Texts are Misunderstood, But 
There’s An Easy Way to Change That. Four reasons to use more emojis 
at work’, <https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/346802> (accessed 4 
April 2022).

Juri, Maria Agustina, ‘Una aproximación al narrativismo de Alasdair 
MacIntyre in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, 
Practical Reasoning and Narrative’, Prometeica, 20 (2020), pp. 46–55. 

Kenny, Anthony, Aquinas on Mind (London: Routledge, 1993).

Kim, Johoo and Makarand Hastak, ‘Social Network Analysis: Characteristics 
of Online Social Networks after a Disaster’, International Journal of 
Information Management, 38 (2018), pp. 86–96.

Kirchhoff, Michael D. and Julian Kiverstein, Extended Mind and Predictive 
Processing, A Third-Wave View (New York: Routledge, 2019).

Kittay, Eva F., Love’s Labor. Essays on Women, Equality, and Dependency 
(New York: Routledge, 1999).

——, ‘The Ethics of Philosophizing: Ideal Theory and the Exclusion of 
People with Severe Cognitive Disabilities’, in Feminist Ethics and 
Social and Political Philosophy: Theorizing the Non-Ideal, ed. by Lisa 
Tessman (Heidelberg: Springer, 2009), pp. 121–146.

Knight, Kelvin, ‘Revolutionary Aristotelianism’, in Contemporary Political 
Studies. Volume 2, ed. by Ian Hampsher-Monk and Jeffrey Stanyer 
(Belfast: Political Studies Association of the United Kingdom, 1996), 
pp. 885–896, reprinted in Virtue and Politics. Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
Revolutionary Aristotelianism, ed. by Paul Blackledge and Kelvin 
Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 2011), pp. 20–34.

——, ed., The MacIntyre Reader (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1998).
——, Aristotelian Philosophy: Ethics and Politics from Aristotle to 

MacIntyre (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007).
——, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre Revisionary Aristotelianism. Pragmatism 

Opposed, Marxism Outmoded, Thomism Transformed’, in What 
Happened in and to Moral Philosophy in the Twentieth Century?, ed. 
by Fran O’Rourke (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2013), pp. 83-121.



270 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Kontos, Pavlos, ‘Akolasia as Radical Ethical Vice: The Evidence of 
Nichomachean Ethics 1140b11-21’, Ancient Philosophy 29 (2009), 
pp. 337–347.

Krippendorff, Klaus, The Semantic Turn: A New Foundation for Design 
(Boca Raton: CRC Press, 2006).

Laclau, Ernesto, ‘Community and Its Paradoxes: Richard Rorty’s “Liberal 
Utopia”’, in Community at Loose Ends, ed. by Miami Theory Collective 
(University of Minnesota Press, 1991) pp. 83–98.

Lasnik, Howard, Syntactic Structures Revisited: Contemporary Lectures 
on Classic Transformational Theory (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
2000).

Lear, Jonathan, ‘MacIntyre and the Therapeutic Method’, in Learning from 
MacIntyre, ed. by Ron Beadle and Geoff Moore (Eugene: Pickwick 
Publications, 2020), pp. 304-326.

Levy, Neil, ed., Evolutionary Ethics, 3vols (London: Routledge, 2010).

Llanera, Tracy, ‘Redeeming Rorty’s Private-Public Distinction’, 
Contemporary Pragmatism, 13 (2016), pp. 319–340.

Long, Stephen D., Divine Economy: Theology and the Market (New York, 
NY: Routledge, 2000).

Lutz, Christopher, Tradition in the Ethics of Alasdair MacIntyre. Relativism, 
Thomism and Philosophy (Oxford UK.: Lexington Books, 2004).

——, Reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue (New York-London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2012).

——, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre’s Ethics of Practical Reasoning: Morality in 
Practice’, Politics & Poetics. A Journal for Humane Philosophy (2018), 
pp. 1-26.

——, ‘Narrative and the Rationality of Traditions. MacIntyre’s 
Epistemological Stance’, Acta Philosophica, 28 (2020), pp. 205-224.

Machura, Piotr, Good, Interests and the Language of Morals, in A. Bielskis 
and K. Knight, eds, Virtue and Economy. Essays on Morality and 
Markets (London and New York: Routledge, 2015), pp. 155–170.



Bibliography 271

——, ‘Practices, Virtues, and Embedded Moral Cognition’, Filozofia, 74 
(2019), pp. 194-208.

MacGillis, Alec, Fulfillment: Winning and Losing in One-Click America 
(New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2021).

MacIntyre, Alasdair, ‘Hume on “Is” and “Ought”’, Philosophical Review, 
68 (1959), pp. 451-68.

——, A Short History of Ethics (New York: MacMillan Publishing 
Company, 1966).

——, Marxism and Christianity (Notre Dame In.: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1968).

——, ‘Review of Immanuel Wallerstein, University in Turmoil’, American 
Journal of Sociology, 75 (1970), pp. 562–564.

——, Against the Self-Images of the Age (London: Duckworth, 1971).
——, ‘Durkheim’s Call to Order’, New York Review of Books, 7 March 

1974, pp. 25–26.
——, ‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative and the Philosophy 

of Science’, Monist, 70 (1977), pp. 453–472, reprinted in The Tasks 
of Philosophy: Selected Essays. Volume 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press 2006), pp. 3–21.

——, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 1st edn (London: Duckworth 
1981), 3rd edn (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007).

——, Is Patriotism a Virtue? (Lindley Lecture: University of Kansas, 1984) 
<https://mirror.explodie.org/Is%20Patriotism%20a%20Virtue-1984.
pdf> (accessed on 2 April 2022).

——, ‘The Idea of an Educated Public?’, in Education and Values: The 
Richard Peters Lectures, ed. by Graham Haydon (London: University 
of London, 1987), pp. 15-36.

––– ‘Practical Rationalities as Forms of Social Structure’ Irish Journal of 
Philosophy 4 (1987), pp. 3-19.

––– ‘Sophrosunê: How a Virtue Can Become Socially Disruptive,’ Midwest 
Studies in Philosophy 13 (1988), pp. 1-11.

–––, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1988).

——, ‘I’m not a communitarian but…’, The Responsive Community, 1 
(1991), pp. 91-92.

——, ‘A Partial Response to My Critics,’ in After MacIntyre: Critical 
Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. by John Horton 
and Susan Mendus (Cambridge: Polity 1994), pp. 283–303.



272 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

——, ‘How Can We Learn What Veritatis Splendor Has to Teach’, The 
Thomist, 58 (1994), pp. 171–195.

——, ‘Politics, Philosophy and the Common Good,’ in The MacIntyre 
Reader, ed. by Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1998), pp. 235–252.

——, ‘An Interview with Giovanna Borradori’, in The MacIntyre Reader, 
ed. by Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1998), pp. 255-266.

——, Dependent Rational Animals. Why the Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (Open Court: Chicago, 1999).

——, ‘Catholic Universities. Dangers, Hopes, Choices’, in Higher 
Learning and Catholic Traditions, ed. by Robert E. Sullivan (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), pp. 1-21.

——, Edith Stein. A Philosophical Prologue, 1913-1922 (Lanham: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2006).

——, ‘What Is a Human Body’, in The Tasks of Philosophy. Selected 
Essays. Volume 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 
86-103.

——, ‘Rival Aristotles: Aristotle against Some Modern Aristotelians,’ 
in Ethics and Politics: Selected Essays. Volume 2 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 2006), pp. 22–40.

——, ‘Natural Law as Subversive: The Case of Aquinas’, in Ethics and 
Politics: Selected Essays. Volume 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), pp. 41-63.

——, ‘Aquinas and the Extent of Moral Disagreement’, in Ethics and 
Politics. Selected Essays, Volume 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), pp. 64-82.

——, ‘Social Structures and their Threats to Moral Agency,’ in Alasdair 
MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics: Selected Essays. Volume 2 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 186–204.

______, ‘Conflicts of Desire’, in Weakness of Will from Plato to the 
Present, ed. by Tobias Hoffman (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 
of America Press, 2008), pp. 276-292. 

_____, ‘The Illusion of Self-Sufficiency’, in  Conversations on Ethics, ed. 
by Alex Voorhoeve (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 111-
131.

_____, ‘Intractable Moral Disagreements’, in  Intractable Disputes about 
the Natural Law: Alasdair MacIntyre and Critics, ed. by  Lawrence 
Cunningham (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), pp. 
1-52.



Bibliography 273

——, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary: Ethics, Resistance, 
and Utopia’, in Virtue and Politics: Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary 
Aristotelianism, ed. by Paul Blackledge and Kelvin Knight (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), pp. 11–19.

——, ‘Where We Were, Where We Are, Where We Need to Be’, in Virtue 
and Politics: Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary Aristotelianism, ed. by 
Paul Blackledge and Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2011), pp. 307–334.

——, ‘The Irrelevance of Ethics’, in Virtue and Economy: Essays on 
Morality and Markets, ed. by Andrius Bielskis and Kelvin Knight 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 7-21.

——, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2016).

MacIntyre, Alasdair, and Joseph Dunne, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre on Education: 
In Dialogue with Joseph Dunne,’ Journal of Philosophy of Education, 
36 (2002), pp. 1–19.

MacLean, Paul D., The Triune Brain in Evolution: Role in Paleocerebral 
Functions (New York: Springer, 1990). 

Malafouris, Lambros, How Things Shape the Mind. A Theory of Material 
Engagement (Cambridge, Mass., London: The MIT Press, 2013).

Maletta, Sante, Biografia della ragione. Saggio sulla filosofia politica di 
MacIntyre (Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2007).

——, ‘MacIntyre and the Subversion of Natural Law’, in Virtue and 
Politics: Alasdair’s MacIntyre Revolutionary Aristotelianism, ed. by 
Paul Blackledge e Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame, 2011), pp. 177-194.

——, ‘Vulnerabilità umana e razionalità pratica. Una prospettiva bioetica 
macintyreana’, Medicina e Morale, 3 (2019), pp. 297-312.

——, Un aristotelismo sovversivo. MacIntyre oltre il dis-ordine liberale 
(Milano: Mimesis, 2020).

Maletta, Sante and Dario Mazzola, ‘Legge naturale e critica del liberalismo 
in MacIntyre: aspetti teorici e prospettive critiche’, Acta philosophica, 
28 (2019), pp. 257-278



274 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Mann, Thomas, Reflections of a Nonpolitical Man (New York: Ungar, 
1987).

——, Doctor Faustus (New York: Vintage Books, 1999).

Manzini, Ezio, Design, When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to 
Design for Social Innovation (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2015).

Marsh, Stefanie, ‘Extreme Biohacking: the tech guru who spent $250,000 
trying to live for ever’, Guardian, 21 September 2018. 

Marx, Karl, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Chicago: 
Charles H. Kerr & Company, 1903). 

——, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, in Early Writings, trans. 
by Rodney Livingstone and Gregor Benton (New York, NY: Penguin 
Books, 1975), pp. 279–400.

——, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (New York: 
Prometheus Books, 1988).

Marx, Karl & Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (Amsterdam, New 
York: Prometheus Books, 1998). 

Mason, Paul, Postcapitalism (London: Penguin Books, 2016).

Masters, Roger D., ‘Review of Sociobiology: The New Synthesis, by 
Edward O. Wilson’, The American Political Science Review, 71 (1977), 
pp. 674-676.

Mauss, Marcel, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic 
Societies (Routledge: London, 2001).

Mavuduru, Amol, ‘What is GPT-3 and Why is it so Powerful?’, Towards 
Data Science, 16 February 2021 <https://towardsdatascience.com/
what-is-gpt-3-and-why-is-it-so-powerful-21ea1ba59811> (accessed 9 
January 2022).

McCluskey, Colleen, ‘An Unequal Relationship between Equals: Thomas 
Aquinas on Marriage’, History of Philosophy Quarterly, 24 (2007), pp. 
1-18.



Bibliography 275

McDowell, John, Mind and World: With a New Introduction (London: 
Harvard University Press 1996).

——, Having the World in View: Essays on Kant, Hegel, and 
Sellars (London: Harvard University Press 2009).

McLuhan, Marshall, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1964).

Menary, Richard, ‘Introduction: The Extended Mind in Focus’, in The 
Extended Mind, ed. by Richard Menary (Cambridge, Mass., London: 
The MIT Press, 2010).

Mendus, Susan and  John Horton, eds, After MacIntyre: Critical 
Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre (Cambridge Uk: Polity 
Press, 1994).

Millman, Debbie, How to Think Like a Great Graphic Designer (New 
York: Allworth Press, 2007).

Mondragon Corporation, ‘Mondragon’ <https://www.mondragon-
corporation.com/en/about-us/> (accessed 30 November 2021). 

Morita, Naoko, ‘Negotiating Participation and Identity in Second Language 
Academic Communities’, TESOL Quarterly, 38 (2004), pp. 573–603.

Murdoch, Iris, The Sovereignty of Good (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1970).

Nelson, Harold G., and Erilk Stolterman, The Design Way: Intentional 
Change in an Unpredictable World (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2014).

Nielsen, ‘How to Be Sceptical about Philosophy’, Philosophy, 61 (1986), 
pp. 83–93.

Niesz, Tricia, ‘Chasms and Bridges: Generativity in the Space between 
Educators’ Communities of Practice’, Teaching and Teacher Education, 
26 (2010), pp. 37–44.

Nozick, Robert, Anarchy, State and Utopia (Oxford: Blackwell, 1974).



276 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Nussbaum, Martha. Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).

O’ Callaghan, John P., ‘Misericordia in Aquinas: A Test Case for 
Theological and Natural Virtues’, Jaarboek Thomas Instituut te Utrecht, 
33 (2013), pp. 9–54.

O’Donovan, Oliver, Common Objects of Love. Moral Reflection and 
the Shaping of Community (Grand Rapids-Cambridge: Eerdmans 
Publishing, 2002).

Ortega y Gasset, José, Toward a Philosophy of History, trans. by Helene 
Weyl (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1941).

Pagani, Paolo, Libertà e non-contraddizione in Jules Lequier (Milano: 
Franco Angeli, 2000).

Papanek, Victor, Design for the Real World, 2nd revised edn (Chicago: 
Academy Chicago Publishers, 1984).

Patton, Kevin and Melissa Parker, ‘Teacher Education Communities of 
Practice: More than a Culture of Collaboration’, Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 67 (2017), pp. 351–360.

Peeters, Anco and Pim Haselager, ‘Designing Virtuous Sex Robots’, 
International Journal of Social Robotics, 13 (2021), pp. 55-66.

Pendlebury, Shirley, ‘Utopia Flawed? A Response to Reich on Rorty’, 
Philosophy of Education (1996), pp. 352–355.

Pettit, Philip, ‘Liberal/Communitarian: MacIntyre’s Mesmeric Dichotomy’, 
in After MacIntyre: Critical Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair 
MacIntyre, ed. by John Horton and Susan Mendus (Cambridge Uk: 
Polity Press, 1994), pp. 176-204.

Piketty, Thomas, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2014).



Bibliography 277

Pinkard, Terry, ‘MacIntyre’s Critique of Modernity’, in Alasdair MacIntyre, 
ed. by Mark C. Murphy (Cambridge Ma.: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), pp. 176-200.

Pinker, Steven, The Blank Slate. The Modern Denial of Human Nature 
(New York: Penguin, 2002). 

Plessner, Helmut, Lachen und Weinen. Eine Untersuchung der Grenzen 
menschlichen Verhaltens (Francke Verlag: Bern, 1950).

——, Der Aussagewert einer Philosophischen Anthropologie, in 
Gesammelte Schriften in zehn Bänden, VIII (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 2003).

——, Levels of Organic Life and the Human (Forms of Living), trans. by 
M. Hyatt (New York: Fordham University Press, 2019).

Pouivet, Roger, Philosophie contemporaine (Paris: PUF, 2008).
——, ‘Aquinas on Knowledge and Virtue Epistemology’, <http://poincare.

univ-nancy2.fr/Presentation/?contentId=1512> (accessed 20 December 
2021).

Pyle, Andrew, ed., Key Philosophers in Conversation. The Cogito 
Interviews (London: Routledge, 1999).

Quinn, Warren., Morality and Action (Cambridge University Press: 
Cambridge, 1994).

Rawls, John, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge Ma.: Harvard University 
Press, 1971).

Rehmann, Jan, The Theories of Ideology: The Powers of Alienation and 
Subjection (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2013).

——, ‘Ideology-Critique with the Conceptual Hinterland of a Theory of 
the Ideological’, Critical Sociology, 41 (2015), pp. 433–448.

Reich, Rob, ‘The Paradoxes of Education in Rorty’s Liberal Utopia’, 
Philosophy of Education (1996), pp. 342–351.

Robson, Angus, ‘Intelligent Machines, Care Work and the Nature of 
Practical Reasoning’, Nursing Ethics, 26 (2019), pp. 1906–1916.



278 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Rorty, Richard, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989). 

Roth, Paul, ‘Politics and Epistemology: Rorty, MacIntyre and the Ends of 
Philosophy’, History of the Human Sciences, 2 (1989), pp. 171–191.

Ruse, Michael, and Richards, Robert J., eds, The Cambridge Handbook of 
Evolutionary Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

Russell, daniel c., Happiness for Humans (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012).

Sachs, Joe, Aristotle’s ‘Physics’: A Guided Study (New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 1995).

Saiz, Mauro Javier, ‘Racionalidad práctica y consecuencias metodológicas 
para las ciencias sociales en Alasdair Macintyre in Ethics in the Conflicts 
of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical Reasoning and Narrative’, 
Prometeica, 20 (2020), pp. 34–45.

Samaranch, Francisco, El saber del deseo, releer a Aristóteles. (Madrid: 
Trotta, 1999).

Sandel, Michael, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (Cambridge, Ma., 
Cambridge University Press, 1982).

——, Democracy’s Discontent. America in Search of a Public Philosophy 
(London-Cambridge Ma.: Harvard University Press, 1996).

——, Justice. What’s the Right Thing To Do? (London: Allen Lane, 2009).

Sanford, Jonathan, ‘Whose Aristotelianism? MacIntyre, Neo 
Aristotelianism, and Morality’, Politics & Poetics. A Journal for 
Humane Philosophy (2018), pp. 2–21.

Sassoon, Donald, ‘Socialism in the Twentieth Century: A Historical 
Reflection’, Journal of Political Ideologies, 5 (2010), pp. 17–34.

Scheler, Max, Gesammelte Werke, 5th edn (Bern-Muenchen: Francke, 
1972).

——, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values: A New 
Attempt Toward the Foundation of An Ethical Personalism, trans. by 



Bibliography 279

Manfred Frings and Roger L. Funk (Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 1973).

Schumacher, Ernst F., Small is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered 
(New York, NY: Harper Perennial, 2010).

Shrader-Frechette, Kristin, ‘Natural Rights and Human Vulnerability: 
Aquinas, MacIntyre, and Rawls’, in Thomas Aquinas, ed. by John Inglis 
(London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 99-124.

Simoncelli, Damiano, ‘Futuro della vulnerabilità e vulnerabilità del futuro. 
Sulla vulnerabilità della razionalità pratica secondo Alasdair MacIntyre’, 
in L’Etica nel futuro, ed. by Luigi Alici and Francesco Miano (Napoli-
Salerno: Orthotes, 2020), pp. 217–225.

——, Natura, ragione e relazione. Una prospettiva sulla legge naturale a 
partire da Alasdair MacIntyre (Napoli-Salerno: Orthotes, 2020).

Sison, Alejo José G., ‘Revisiting the Common Good of the Firm’, in The 
Challenges of Capitalism for Virtue Ethics and the Common Good, ed. 
by Kleio Akrivou and Alejo José G. Sison (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing, 2016), pp. 93–120.

Slaby, Jan, ‘Emotions and the Extended Mind’, in Collective Emotions: 
Perspectives from Psychology, Philosophy, and Sociology, ed. by 
Christian von Scheve and Mikko Salmela (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), pp. 32–46.

Smith, Nicholas H., Charles Taylor: Meaning, Morals and Modernity 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002).

Snowden, Becky, ‘A third of adults have fallen out with someone after 
misreading text messages, according to research’, Independent, 10 
September 2021, <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/misreading-
text-messages-research-adults-b1917768.html> (accessed 4 April 
2022).

Spaemann, Robert, Philosophische Essays (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1994).
——, Happiness and Benevolence, trans. by J. Alberg (Edinburgh: T&T 

Clark, 2000).
——, Schritte über uns hinaus II (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 2011).



280 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Sparti, Davide, ‘Difficili convivenze. Una nota su Habermas e il 
multiculturalismo’, Quaderni di sociologia, 29 (2002), pp. 121–141.

Stolz, Steven A., Alasdair MacIntyre, Rationality and Education. Against 
Education of Our Age (Cham: Springer, 2019).

Talisse, Robert B., ‘Moral Authority and the Deliberative Model’, 
Philosophical Studies, 170 (2014), pp. 555–561. 

——, Overdoing Democracy. Why We Must Put Politics in its Place 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019).

Taylor, Charles, ‘What is Human Agency?’, in Human Agency and 
Language: Philosophical Papers. Volume 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), pp. 15–44.

——, ‘Understanding and Ethnocentricity’, in Philosophy and the Human 
Sciences: Philosophical Papers. Volume 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), pp. 116–33.

——, ‘The Diversity of Goods’, in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: 
Philosophical Papers. Volume 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1985), pp. 230–47.

——, ‘Language and Human Nature’, in Philosophical Papers. Volume 2 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), pp. 215-247.

——, ‘The Moral Topography of the Self’, in Hermeneutics and 
Psychological Theory, ed. by Stanley Messer, Louis Sass, and Robert 
Woolfolk (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1988), pp. 298–
320.

——, Sources of the Self. The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge 
MA.: Harvard University Press, 1989).

——, ‘Cross-purposes: The Liberal-Communitarian Debate’, in Liberalism 
and the Moral Life, ed. by Nancy L. Rosenblum (Cambridge Ma.- 
London: Harvard University Press, 1989), pp. 159-182.

——, The Malaise of Modernity (Toronto: Anansi, 1991).
——, ‘Justice After Virtue’, in After MacIntyre: Critical Perspectives on 

the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. by John Horton and Susan Mendus 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), pp. 16–43.

——, ‘Explanation and Practical Reason’, in Philosophical Arguments 
(Cambridge MA.-London: Harvard University Press, 1995), pp. 34–60.

——, A Secular Age (Cambridge Ma.: Harvard University Press, 2007).



Bibliography 281

——, ‘Iris Murdoch and Moral Philosophy’, in Dilemmas and Connections: 
Selected Essays (Cambridge MA., London: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2011), pp. 3-23.

——, ‘Perils of Moralism’, in Dilemmas and Connections: Selected Essays 
(Cambridge MA.-London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2011), pp. 347–66.

——, ‘Dialogue, Discovery, and an Open Future’, in Charles Taylor, 
Michael Polanyi and the Critique of Modernity. Pluralist and 
Emergentist Directions, ed. by Charles Lowney (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2017), pp. 27–49. 

Tolkien, J. R. R., Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien, ed. by Humphrey Carpenter and 
Christopher Tolkien (New York: Harper Collins, 1995).

Tomasello, Michael, The Cultural Origins of Human Cognition (Cambridge:  
Harvard University Press, 1999).

Topper, Keith, ‘Richard Rorty, Liberalism and the Politics of Redescription’, 
American Political Science Review, 89 (1995), pp. 954–965.

Tovey, Michael, ‘The Passport to Practice’, in Design and Designing, ed. 
by Steve Garner and Chris Evans (London: Berg Pub Ltd., 2012), pp. 
5–19.

Turkle, Sherry, Evocative Objects. Things We Think With (Cambridge, 
Mass., London: MIT Press, 2007).

Vallor, Shannon, ‘Flourishing on Facebook: Virtue Friendship & New 
Social Media’, Ethics and Information Technology, 14 (2012), pp. 185–
199.

——, ‘Moral Deskilling and Upskilling in a New Machine Age: Reflections 
on the Ambiguous Future of Character’, Philosophy of Technology, 28 
(2015), pp. 107–124.

——, Technology and the Virtues. A Philosophical Guide to a Future Worth 
Wanting (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016).

Van den Hoven, Jeroen, ‘Human Capabilities and Technology’, in The 
Capability Approach, Technology and Design, ed. by Ilse Oosterlaken 
and Jeroen Van den Hoven (Dordrecht: Springer, 2012), pp. 27–36.



282 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Van Wynsberghe, Aimee, and Scott Robbins, ‘Ethicist as Designer: A 
Pragmatic Approach to Ethics in the Lab’, Science and Engineering 
Ethics, 20 (2014), pp. 947–961.

Vigna, Carmelo, ‘Sul dono come relazione pratica trascendentale’, in Etica 
trascendentale e intersoggettività, ed. by Carmelo Vigna (Milano: Vita 
e Pensiero, 2002), pp. 95–103.

——, ed., Il dovere dell’ospitalità (Napoli-Salerno: Orthotes, 2018).
 
Visker, Rudi, ‘“Hold the Being”: How to Split Rorty between Irony and 

Finitude’, Philosophy and Social Criticism, 25 (1999), pp. 27–45.

Voparil, Christopher, Richard Rorty: Politics and Vision (Oxford: Rowman 
& Littlefield Publishers, 2006).

Waldman, Ari E., ‘Privacy, Sharing, and Trust: The Facebook Study’, Case 
Western Reserve Law Review, 67 (2016), pp. 193–234. 

Waters, Brent, From Human to Posthuman. Christian Theology and 
Technology in a Postmodern World (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006).

Weinstock, Daniel M., ‘The Political Theory of Strong Evaluation’, in 
Philosophy in an Age of Pluralism. The Philosophy of Charles Taylor in 
Question, ed. by James Tully (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994), pp. 171–93.

Wenger, Etienne, Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and 
Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 

Williams, Bernard, ‘Internal and External Reasons’, in Moral Luck: 
Philosophical Papers 1973–1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1981), pp. 77-89.

–––, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (London and New York: Routledge 
Classics, 2011).

 
Wilson, Edward O., Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1975).

Wolff, Richard, Democracy at Work: A Cure for Capitalism (Chicago, IL: 
Haymarket Books, 2012).



Bibliography 283

Zamora, Daniel and Behrent Michael C., eds, Foucault and Neoliberalism 
(London: Polity Press, 2016). 

Zanardo, Susy, Il Legame del dono (Vita e Pensiero: Milano, 2007).
——, Etica del dono, in Etica di frontiera. Nuove forme del bene e del 

male, ed. by Carmelo Vigna and Susy Zanardo (Vita e Pensiero: Milano, 
2008), pp. 121–171.

——, Dispense del Corso di Filosofia morale (unpublished course lecture 
notes, European University of Rome, 2018).

Zanichelli, Maria, Persone prima che disabili. Una riflessione sull’handicap 
tra giustizia ed etica (Brescia: Queriniana, 2012).

——, ‘Paradigmi di giustizia alla prova della disabilità’, Rivista di Filosofia 
del Diritto, 1 (2013), pp. 205–226.

Zuboff, Shoshana, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism (New York: Public 
Affairs, 2019).





LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS 

antonio allegra is Associate Professor of Philosophy at the 
University for Foreigners of Perugia. His research focuses on personal 
identity, on philosophical anthropology and, more recently, on trans- and 
posthumanism. 

His main works are Visioni transumane. Tecnica, salvezza, ideologia 
(Orthotes, 2017), Metamorfosi. Enigmi filosofici del cambiamento 
(Mimesis, 2010), Dopo l’anima. Locke e il problema dell’identità personale 
alle origini del pensiero moderno (Studium, 2005), Le trasformazioni 
della soggettività. Charles Taylor e la tradizione del moderno (Ave, 2002), 
Identità e racconto. Forme di ricerca nel pensiero contemporaneo (Esi, 
1999).

Matteo aMori is Adjunct Instructor of Business Ethics at the Catholic 
University of the Sacred Heart International in Milan. His research focuses 
on classical and contemporary ethical theories and the personalistic 
foundation of practical behavior. In 2010 he obtained a three-year post-
doc research fellowship at the University of Bergamo to conduct research 
on Social Ethics and its foundational concepts. Since 2013 he has been 
running a consultancy for the development of new models and practices 
in collaborative enterprises and organization design. In 2014 he gained 
the national academic qualification as Associate Professor in Moral 
Philosophy. He is the author of several scholarly works, including Forme 
dell’esperienza e genesi della persona (on Max Scheler, Rubbettino, 2010), 
and L’irriducibilità del fine (on Robert Spaemann, Guida, 2012).

andrius bielskis is Professor of Political Philosophy and Director of 
the Centre of Aristotelian Studies and Critical Theory at Mykolas Romeris 
University, Vilnius, Lithuania. He is also Professor of Philosophy at 
Kaunas University of Technology, Lithuania. He is the author of several 
books: Towards a Post-Modern Understanding of the Political (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005), The Unholy Sacrament. Ideology, Faith, and the 



286 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

Politics of Emancipation (Demos, 2014; in Lithuanian), On the Meaning 
of Philosophy and Art (MRU, 2015; in Lithuanian & English), Existence, 
Meaning, Excellence (Routledge, 2017), the co-editor of Virtue Ethics and 
Contemporary Aristotelianism (with Eleni Leontsini & Kelvin Knight, 
Bloomsbury, 2020),  Virtue and Economy (with K. Knight, Ashgate, 2015), 
the editor of Democracy without Labour Movement? (Kitos knygos, 2009; 
in Lithuanian), Debating with the Lithuanian New Left: Terry Eagleton, 
Joel Bakan, Alex Demirovic, Urlich Brand (with A. Pažėrė, Vilnius: 
Demos, 2013; in English), and the author of many scholarly papers in 
English, Lithuanian and Greek. 

gioVanni boMbelli is Associate Professor of Philosophy and Theory 
of Law at the Catholic University of Milan. His research interests and 
publications focus on the Western model of ‘community’, the multicultural 
question, the human rights issues, the new theoretical-legal models, and 
the role of ‘common sense’ within the political-legal institutions. Among 
his publications are Emotion and Rationality in Aristotle’s Model: From 
Anthropology to Politics (in a collected volume, Springer, 2018), Diritto, 
comportamenti e forme di ‘credenza’ (Giappichelli, 2017), Toward a New 
Lexicon and a Conceptual Grammar to Understand the ‘Multicultural 
Question’ (in a collected volume, Springer, 2015), Occidente e ‘figure’ 
comunitarie. Volume 1. Un’ordine inquieto: koinonia e comunità radicata. 
Profili filosofico-giuridici (Jovene, 2013), Occidente e ‘figure’ comunitarie. 
Volume introduttivo. ‘Comunitarismo’ e ‘comunità’: un percorso critico-
esplorativo tra filosofia e diritto (Jovene, 2010).

Joana corrêa Monteiro is Auxiliary Professor of Ethics (adjunct) at 
NOVA School of Business and Economics, and research associate at the 
School of Arts and Humanities of the University of Lisbon, where she has 
been working at the Project of Medical Humanities. She holds a Ph.D. in 
Literary Theory from the University of Lisbon (2016; dissertation title: 
Philosophy, Literature and Life. A Critical Examination of the Relationship 
between Ethics and Literary Studies) and her academic background is 
in Philosophy (BA, 2007). Her main research interests are virtue ethics, 
literature, and how they relate to business ethics, bioethics, and the medical 
humanities.

Marco daMonte teaches Contemporary Philosophy at the University 
of Genoa. He is the author of a hundred of papers published in journals 
and in collective volumes. His research interests are especially in the field 



  List of Contributors  287

of epistemology, particularly addressing the problem of intentionality 
(Wittgenstein, Tommaso e la cura dell’intenzionalità, MEF, 2009), as well 
as in the field of the analytic philosophy of religion, where he conducted 
research on its epistemological aspects (Una nuova teologia naturale. 
La proposta degli epistemologi riformati e dei tomisti wittgensteiniani, 
Carocci, 2011) and on the philosophy of prayer (Homo orans. Antropologia 
della preghiera, Fondazione Centro Studi Campostrini, 2014).

alessandra gerolin is Associate professor in moral and political 
philosophy at the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart, Milan and 
Brescia. She is fellow at the Centre of Theology and Philosophy at the 
University of Nottingham and collaborates with the Centre for the Social 
Doctrine of the Church, based at the Catholic University of Milan. She is 
the author of Persona, libertà, storia. Studio su Lord Acton (Vita e Pensiero, 
2009), Coscienza dell’ordine e ordine della coscienza. Il pensiero filosofico 
e sociale di Frederick Denison Maurice (Vita e Pensiero, 2010), Uno 
strappo alla regola. In dialogo con Taylor, Williams e MacIntyre su beni 
e norme (Mimesis, 2017), Etica e interpretazioni della secolarizzazione: 
problemi e percorsi (Mimesis, 2018), as well as of articles published in 
national and international academic journals. Her current research project 
focuses on freedom and belonging in dialogue with Charles Taylor.

ariel guersenzVaig is a design and technology ethicist and a professor of 
design at ELISAVA, Barcelona School of Design and Engineering UVIC-
UCC. His main areas of research are, on one hand, the ethical impact 
of machine intelligence on society, and on the other hand, the ethics of 
professional design activity. He is the author of The Goods of Design: 
Professional Ethics for Designers (Rowman & Littlefield, 2021). Before 
becoming a full-time academic he worked in the design industry for over 20 
years. He holds a PhD in Design Theory from the University of Southampton 
(UK), and an MA in Ethics from the University of Birmingham (UK). His 
research has been published in several edited scholarly volumes as well 
as in journals such as ACM Interactions, AI&Society, Journal of Design 
Research, and IEEE Technology and Society Magazine.

sandra hernández gonzález is a PhD candidate at the International 
University of Catalonia (Barcelona). Her doctoral research focuses on 
the role of desire in the moral philosophy of Alasdair MacIntyre, from 
After Virtue on. She works as a Professor of Ethics at the Institute of 
Humanities in Panamerican University (Mexico). She holds a Bachelor 



288 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

degree in Applied Linguistics from the University of Guadalajara (1990) 
and a Master’s degree in Philosophy from the Autonomous University of 
Guadalajara (2017).

ostiane lazrak is a graduate in philosophy and sociology from the Ecole 
Normale Supérieure and the EHESS (Paris). She obtained the agrégation 
in philosophy and currently pursues doctoral studies at Université Paris I 
Panthéon-Sorbonne. Her dissertation focuses on the concepts of tradition 
and discipline in the thinking of Alasdair MacIntyre, at the intersection of 
epistemology, ethics, and political philosophy.

piotr Machura is Associate Professor of Ethics at the Institute of 
Philosophy, University of Silesia in Katowice, Poland. His research focuses 
on ethical theory, topics in ethics of memory, and virtue-ethical perspective 
in ethics of technology. His most recent book is Wokół koncepcji dobra we 
współczesnym neoarystotelizmie anglosaskim: normatywność, działanie, 
praktyki (Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Śląskiego, 2019).

John Macias is Assistant Professor of Philosophy, St. Mary’s Seminary 
& University, Baltimore, MD. He was awarded his PhD in Philosophy 
from the Center for Thomistic Studies at the University of St. Thomas in 
Houston, TX. His research focuses on MacIntyre’s political philosophy 
and Thomistic natural law.

sante Maletta is Associate Professor of Political Philosophy at the 
University of Bergamo. His works include Hannah Arendt e Martin 
Heidegger: l’esistenza in giudizio (Jaca Book, 2001), Biografia della 
ragione. Saggio sulla filosofia politica di MacIntyre (Rubbettino, 2007), Il 
giusto della politica. Il soggetto dissidente e lo spazio pubblico (Mimesis, 
2012), Il soggetto dif-ferente. Peripezie della responsabilità (Mimesis, 2016), 
Un aristotelismo sovversivo. MacIntyre oltre il dis-ordine liberale (Milan, 
2020). He translated into Italian and edited What Is Existenz-Philosophy? 
(Jaca Book, 1998) and We Refugees (Asterios, 2020) by H. Arendt and 
Rilkes Duineser Elegien by H. Arendt and G. Anders (Asterios, 2014). He 
edited Il legame segreto: la libertà in Hannah Arendt (Rubbettino, 2005), 
I Giusti e la memoria del bene. Chi salva una vita salva il mondo intero 
(cusl, 2006), Dalla memoria alla storia. Esperienze educative e questioni 
teoriche (Rubbettino, 2008), La sovranità in legame (Jaca Book, 2015). He 
is a member of the International Society for Macintyrean Enquiry and of the 
Italian Society of Political Philosophy (SIFP).



  List of Contributors  289

egidiJus Mardosas is a post-doctoral research fellow at Vilnius 
University, Institute of Philosophy (research project ‘Ideology and 
Practical Reason: a neo-Aristotelian approach’). He is also a researcher at 
the Centre for Aristotelian Studies and Critical Theory (Mykolas Romeris 
University). In 2017 he defended his Ph.D. thesis Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
Revolutionary Aristotelianism: Politics of Emancipation, Community 
and the Good. He has published papers on Alasdair MacIntyre, Aristotle, 
Marx, and Critical Theory. His latest paper ‘Human Flourishing and 
Labour: Aristotle, MacIntyre and Marx’ is included in Virtue Ethics and 
Contemporary Aristotelianism: Modernity, Conflict and Politics, edited by 
Andrius Bielskis, Eleni Leontsini, and Kelvin Knight (Bloomsbury, 2020).

dario Mazzola holds a B.A. and M.Sc. in Philosophy from the 
University of Pavia and a Ph.D. in Political Theory from the interdisciplinary 
Doctoral School of Philosophy and Human Sciences of the University of 
Milan. He specialises in the ethics and politics of citizenship, migration, 
and asylum, with a view to often applying theory to global affairs. He 
has also written on a variety of other topics within social and political 
philosophy, including articles and book reviews on Alasdair MacIntyre and 
MacIntyrean studies. He has been following the activity of the International 
Society for MacIntyrean Inquiry since the 2015 Conference in Saint Louis.

paolo Monti is Assistant Professor of Moral Philosophy at the 
University of Milano-Bicocca. His research focuses on the epistemology 
of social practices, the ethics of democratic citizenship, and the role of 
religions in the public sphere. He has been visiting researcher at Notre 
Dame University (USA) and at the Department of Bioethics of the 
National Institutes of Health (USA), Associate Researcher at Université du 
Luxembourg, and Adjunct Professor at the Catholic University of the Holy 
Heart in Milan. His most recent book is Contemporary Political Philosophy 
and Religion. Between Public Reason and Pluralism (Routledge, 2018, 
with C. Ungureanu).

paolo pagani is Full Professor of Moral Philosophy at ‘Ca’ Foscari’ 
University of Venice. He is also director of the Centro Interuniversitario 
per gli Studi sull’Etica (CISE) [Interuniversity Center for Studies on 
Ethics] and member of the Centro di Etica Generale e Applicata (CEGA) 
[Center of General and Applied Ethics] at the Almo Collegio Borromeo 
of Pavia. From 1997 to 2002 he directed the Antonio Rosmini Chair at the 
Theological Faculty of Lugano (Switzerland). His research focuses on the 



290 Practical Rationality & Human Difference

topic of the first principles between Ontology, Metaphysics, Logic, and 
Ethics, to which he devoted several publications, such as Contraddizione 
performativa e ontologia [Performative Contradiction and Ontology] 
(FrancoAngeli, 1999), Libertà e non-contraddizione in Jules Lequier 
[Jules Lequier on Freedom and Non-Contradiction] (FrancoAngeli, 2000), 
L’essere è persona. Considerazioni su ontologia e antropologia filosofica in 
Gustavo Bontadini [The Being is Person. On Ontology and Philosophical 
Anthropology in Gustavo Bontadini’s Thought] (Orthotes, 2016).

steVen peña teaches philosophy at the University of Houston-Clear 
Lake and San Jacinto College in Houston, Texas.  He has published in 
the fields of the philosophy of science and logic.  Recent work includes,  
‘Alasdair Agonistes:  Alasdair McIntyre and a New Discontent with 
Modernity’ (Studia Philosophica Wratislaviensia, 1, 2019).  

JeFFrey pocock has over two decades’ experience of teaching English 
language and literacy to adults at community colleges and universities in 
the UK and overseas, and is currently an academic language and literacy 
tutor at the University of Bristol. His main research interests are found 
in the philosophy of education, the philosophy of social and education 
research, and the writings of Alasdair MacIntyre, and he has published 
and presented at conferences domestically and internationally. His PhD 
from the UCL Institute of Education in London concerns the concept of 
‘experience’ as it features in educational contexts, focusing on school-
based teacher training and school inspection. Here he draws in the main 
on Neo-Aristotelian writers, especially Alasdair MacIntyre and to a lesser 
extent John McDowell and Joseph Dunne. He is a trade unionist, Labour 
Party activist, and charity trustee.  

daMiano siMoncelli earned a PhD in Philosophy at the Northwestern 
Italian Philosophy Consortium/University of Genoa in 2020 and he is 
currently research fellow of the Catholic University Center in Rome. He 
also collaborates with the Chair of Moral Philosophy in the Department of 
Philosophy and Cultural Heritage of ‘Ca’ Foscari’ University of Venice. 
His research interests are in the field of Moral Philosophy, especially 
concerning Thomistic Ethics, Natural Law Theory, and Animal Ethics. 

sergei talanker was born in Kharkiv, Ukraine (USSR) in 1977. In 
1990 he relocated to Israel along with his family. He currently lives in 
Kiryat-Motzkin, Israel with his wife and two children. Sergei Talanker 



  List of Contributors  291

studied Philosophy at the University of Haifa, Israel, and was awarded a 
PhD in Philosophy by the University of Haifa in 2011 for a thesis titled 
The Self – a Concept of Reason: from Res Cogitans to Tathandlung. He 
is a Lecturer at the Department of Education in Western Galilee College 
in Acre, Israel. His recent articles include: ‘Teaching Evaluation Tools as 
Robust Ethical Codes’, Ethics and Education, 13 (2018), pp. 221-233, and 
‘George the Chemist: A Dilemma about Sabotage, Disaster Prevention, 
and Justification of Duplicity’, International Journal of Technoethics, 12 
(2021), pp. 48-59.





ABSTRACTS

Paolo Pagani
Notes on the Human Difference

In this paper, I hold that the human being is constitutively defined by 
its particular relation with the infinite.  In the first section, I look at the 
different kinds of infinite: the infinity of perfection; potential infinity; and 
transfinite. I focus on the transcendental infinite, which is the condition of 
the possibility of all the others and the peculiar horizon that specifically 
characterises the human being. In the second section, I address the topics 
of rationality and that of symbolic language. What I argue is that the 
constitutive relation to the transcendental infinite is what allows human 
beings to abstract universal concepts, and to articulate them in the form 
of judgments. It is also what allows humans to transcendentally recognise 
valid principles and to logically link judgments with those principles. In 
short, it is the transcendental infinite that gives rise to an authentically 
human rationality and distinguishes it from the abilities that belong to 
the psychology of animals. Finally, I hold that such a relation lies also at 
the root of the symbolic and the syntactically recursive nature of human 
language.  In the third section, I consider the volitional and emotive life 
qua human. The different ways in which the human being engages with 
reality are defined by their relation to the infinite horizon of being as 
such. In its nature, the latter does not consist in a tendency towards this 
or that particular object, but in a directedness towards an object both 
infinite and ideal. Indeed, according to classical understanding, the active 
orientation of human desire for this transcendental horizon is defined as 
freedom. Not only does this inclination lie at the basis of freedom but also 
embraces implicitly all human drives and needs. In the fourth section, I 
briefly reflect upon the structure of the human body. I maintain that the 
permanently upright posture, the characteristic abilities of the hand, and 
the phenomenon of the smile may help us unveil the infinite that defines 
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and permeates it. In the end, I highlight that the irreducibility of a human 
being to something other than itself depends precisely on the irreducible 
difference that exists between the transcendental infinite and the potential 
infinite. Indeed, every form of human reductionism seems to be basically 
rooted in the claim that the transcendental infinite can be reduced to 
the potential one. However, in conclusion, reducing the transcendental 
infinite to the potential one confuses the condition with the conditioned.

Antonio Allegra
A Common Space? Practical Rationality, the Public Sphere and the 
Dangers of Transhumanism

Transhumanism is nowadays, without any doubt, one of the most 
widely discussed topics, both in philosophical debates and beyond. As it 
is often the case with such important topics, several different phenomena 
are included under that label.  In this paper I will argue that some of the 
features of transhumanism might threaten some of those forms of human 
relations which characterise a well-functioning society. After introducing 
a distinction between trans- and post-humanism, I will elaborate on the 
notion of public sphere (Öffentlichkeit), as defined by Jürgen Habermas: 
in contrast with the classical notion of civil society, the public sphere has 
a more dialogical-deliberative character. An analogy for this is sharing a 
language: while language may express a multiplicity of ideas, notions, 
and claims, which can be incompatible, the language speakers share the 
fundamental understanding of what is being said and how it can be said.  
Given this, transhumanism is not free of risks. According to a popular 
understanding of the history of humankind, human beings have a tendency 
for progressively expanding the boundaries of what is human, for example 
including under such label slaves, foreigners, women, and so on, over 
the course of time. But perhaps transhumanism will cause a much more 
substantial transformation: the very ontological identity of human beings 
may be called into question because of the potential differentiation of 
humanity into a real plurality of species.
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Ariel Guersenzvaig
An Inquiry into the Practice of Design

Professional designers occupy a prominent role in how products, 
services, or environments get from abstract idea to concretion. Despite 
Design’s importance in the modern world, and unlike nursing or teaching, 
the field of design lacks widespread principles and normative frameworks 
for addressing ethical issues. The very purpose of Design seems to be 
somewhat unclear. The paper contends that the cultivation of ethics needs 
to come from within the practice itself and as a result of a dialogical 
engagement with other practitioners. It rejects the well-trodden path of 
codes of ethics and the widespread yet misdirected inclination to hope for 
an explicit set of rules for action that can be simply applied to any situation. 
First, the paper introduces Design and conceptualises two perspectives for 
design activity: Design as a general human capacity and as an occupation. 
It focuses on the second as an occupation primarily associated with the 
conception and the planning of the human-made world. It continues by 
exploring design as a practice, analysing the role that Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
account of practices can play in an inquiry into the ends and excellences of 
professional design activity. The paper concludes that an inquiry into the 
intrinsic rewards of design can serve design practitioners as well as design 
scholars in gaining crucial insights into the ethics of designing. Examining 
the excellences of design through a practice-based lens can foster a much-
needed awareness about the ends of the practice.

Jeffrey Pocock
Family, Practice, and Practical Rationality: A MacIntyrean Account

Alasdair MacIntyre writes about family in various texts, regarding it 
as playing a key role in our rational development. The assumed view is 
that MacIntyre regards family as a straightforward practice. In this paper I 
aim to unsettle this assumed view and by so doing underscore something 
fundamental about MacIntyre’s approach to practice, practical rationality, 
and other important questions, at times lost in discussion of his writings. 
Firstly, I show that while family can and should be seen as a practice as 
MacIntyre conceptualises it, his writings suggest, also, that it is a practice 
of a special kind, one that is not straightforward, and a practice not as 
necessary to rational development and human flourishing as might be 
assumed. MacIntyre’s approach to practice vis-à-vis other ‘social settings’ 
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in the case of family could also be seen as contradictory. Rather than special 
or contradictory, however, what MacIntyre writes about family is I argue 
a nuanced reminder of the interpretivism pervading his writings overall. 
Indeed, we are reminded by his treatment of family that for MacIntyre 
important questions, of practice and practical rationality, in part and 
necessarily involve consideration of how these questions are viewed and 
seen. This in turn raises a further fundamental question of how it is that we 
might come to see the world and what it asks of us in MacIntyre’s sense. 
This crucial question of upbringing and formation I consider with the help 
of John McDowell’s writings in the last section of the paper.

Joana Corrêa Monteiro
Literature and the Education of Practical Reasoning

Recently, many defences of literature and the humanities have been put 
forward. A common thread between many of them seems to be the idea 
that studying literature or the humanities might prevent, mitigate, help 
deal with, or even correct political and moral evils of various sorts—from 
racial injustice to the environmental crisis. The purpose of this essay is 
twofold. First, it is to engage a small sample of these defences, published 
in mainstream newspapers or magazines in English and available online, 

and show how they relate to some of the more substantial arguments about 
the relevance of literature to moral philosophy and especially to moral 
development, and about the importance of the liberal arts, suggested and 
made famous by philosophers like Martha Nussbaum. Then, it is to examine 
those arguments through the lens of Alasdair MacIntyre’s account of the 
development of practical reason in Dependent Rational Animals (1999) 
and Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (2016), and in relation to the claim 
that the humanities are part of ‘the human difference’. 

Paolo Monti 
Practical Reasoning as Citizens: On Two Ongoing Shifts in the 
Conditions of Public Discourse

In Dependent Rational Animals, MacIntyre argues that people become 
practical reasoners who engage in public discourse and political deliberation 
by drawing from the argumentative resources of intermediate structures 
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of society. Two decades later, two ongoing transformations affecting 
these intermediate structures suggest a reassessment of the MacIntyrean 
analysis. First, practical reasoning is ‘reasoning together with others, 
generally within some determinate set of social relationships’, but people 
increasingly belong to multiple delocalised communities of practice across 
which they transfer cultural beliefs, specifications of virtue, and forms of 
argumentation. For an individual to become a practical reasoner is thus 
now necessary to combine these multiple affiliations with the traditional 
task of finding ‘one’s place within a network of givers and receivers’ who 
pursue a common good. As citizens, they must reflectively acknowledge 
that no single network holds all the discursive and ethical resources needed 
for public deliberation.  Secondly, MacIntyre highlights the risk of a 
disembedding of market relationships from local nonmarket relationships 
‘of uncalculated giving and receiving’, however the current impact of social 
media on the sphere of social communication is rather causing a reverse 
embedding of nonmarket relationships into market relationships. This 
process has an impact on public discourse, as it places personal relationships 
into a communicative context of polarised collective identities averse to 
shared reasoning and decision-making on the common good.  In light of 
this twofold analysis, a partial reconsideration of MacIntyre’s account on 
the conditions of practical reasoning among citizens is presented. 

Alessandra Gerolin
Is Moral Scepticism Inevitable? An Enquiry on Desires, Goods and 
Moral Diversity in Dialogue with Ch. Taylor and A. MacIntyre

Within contemporary plural societies it is very common to experience 
of moral diversity on various issues. Does this phenomenological account 
necessarily lead to accept moral subjectivism and skepticism as inevitable 
conclusions? If we tackle the issue from a foundationalist standpoint, it seems 
hard to find a common ground for dialogue. Moreover, the multiplication 
of desires and their claim to offer a normative criterion for human action 
might lead us to abandon the possibility of a common moral enterprise, and 
to delegate the solution of dilemmas to a system of norms or moral rules. 
While engaging in a critical dialogue with C. Taylor and M. MacIntyre, I 
will argue that we need to follow the path of practical reason in order to 
avoid skepticism, starting from common fundamental dispositions toward 
‘good’ and ‘right’. Moreover, we do not need to overcome desires, as their 
dynamic leads us beyond the limits of moralism to discover a constellation 
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of meanings crucial for human life. Lastly, I will argue that the possibility 
of tackling moral disagreement without surrender to scepticism depends on 
a dialogue developed within a network of narratives interacting with each 
other through which practical reason can detect the incarnation of those 
goods worthy of our love and allegiance. Therefore, moral disagreement 
might be addressed, rather than from a dialectical perspective (responsible, 
in turn, of generating further oppositions), from a dialogical one, in which 
the ‘exchange of reasons’ (dià-logos) embodies the work of the practical 
reason within a narrative context.

Sandra Hernández González
Narrative, Practical Reasoning and Rational Desire

Desires are the centre of discernment and a driving force of practical reason, 
which contains a confluence of moral theory and practice, a relationship 
that is vital to narrative. As such, the narrative dimension of human action 
involves a dynamic of desires with three significant consequences. First, 
narrative rationality drives desires to genuine goods. Second, the evaluative 
character of narrative makes us aware of the moral nature of our desires. 
Third and finally, narrative unity points us to the human telos as a reference 
for flourishing. It leads to the conclusion that a specific type of storytelling is 
essential for understanding practical and moral life, and that telling stories is 
key to educating ourselves in virtues. Thus, this paper links practical reason 
to teleology and desire through the concept of narrative found in MacIntyrean 
neo-Aristotelianism, especially in After Virtue and Ethics in the Conflicts 
of Modernity. This is considered as the right approach for understanding 
MacIntyre, since it brings together all the parts of his thought.

Ostiane Lazrak
Disciplining Desires: A MacIntyrean Take on Practical Rationality and 
the Formation of Desires

In Dependent Rational Animals, Alasdair MacIntyre argues that the 
use of practical rationality, in which our human difference lies, implies 
the ability to distance oneself from one’s immediate desires and wants. 
This paper explores the connections between practical rationality and this 
disciplining of desires in a Neo-Aristotelian perspective. A discipline of 
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desires, that is, an order imposed upon desires which implies repressing 
some of them, is needed for the use of practical rationality. On the other 
hand, correct practical reasoning also involves redirecting some of 
our desires as well as forming new, rational desires, aiming at genuine 
goods. In this perspective, practical rationality does not only presuppose 
a repression of desires: it is also instrumental in a disciplining of 
desire, understood not only as a coercive repression but as a creative 
transformation and dynamic, rational redirection of desire. A circularity 
emerges, as a discipline of desires seems to be both a precondition 
and a result of an adequate use of practical reason. However, this 
circularity may not be a vicious one, as it points to the role of others 
and of communities as guiding us in the learning of both moral virtues 
and practical reasoning. This remark suggests the political significance 
of ethical disciplines as sites of resistance in the broader context of the 
conflicts of capitalist modernity.

Matteo Amori
The ‘Enriched’ Animal: MacIntyre in Dialogue with the German 
Philosophical Anthropology

This paper focuses on the philosophical reflections on anthropology 
which Alasdair  MacIntyre develops in the central chapters of Dependent 
Rational Animals: Why Human  Beings Need the Virtues. MacIntyre’s 
argument on the difference between humans  and non-human animals is 
connected with some relevant passages of twentieth century philosophical 
anthropology, such as Max Scheler’s peculiar personalism and Heidegger’s 
‘barring clause’ (H. Plessner).  A special focus is on MacIntyre’s thesis 
on the ‘animal preconditions for human rationality’, which can serve as a 
tool to escape contemporary dualistic views. Macintyre’s reflections are 
linked with the strong rehabilitation of the teleological structure of living 
nature as proposed by the German philosopher Robert Spaemann. Aside 
the differences, a fundamental common ground can be found, which 
opens to interesting and positive possibilities for anthropology and ethics.
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Marco Damonte
MacIntyre’s Anthropological Vulnerability between E.F. Kittay and 
Kenny’s Aquinas 

This paper focuses on the notions of dependence and vulnerability 
presented in MacIntyre’s Dependent Rational Animals, paying attention 
to their implicit and explicit sources. Firstly, I consider Eva Feder Kittay’s 
Love’s Labor as the genuine root of MacIntyre’s notion of dependence 
and disability. MacIntyre is sympathetic with Kittay in the opposition 
to any individualistic modern anthropology, especially to the liberal and 
the utilitarian perspectives on the moral subject. Secondly, I discuss how 
MacIntyre ascribes his peculiar notion of vulnerability also to Aquinas,  
and I focus on his appreciation of  Kenny’s Aquinas on Mind argument 
about the role of language. I claim that MacIntyre’s philosophical 
anthropology presented in Dependent Rational Animals is an original 
development of Kittay’s view based on the notion of virtues, and that 
it is not a genuine interpretation of Aquinas’s proposal. In conclusion, I 
highlight the way MacIntyre appeals to the ‘principle of recursivity’, a 
historiographical principle which characterises the analytic field.

Dario Mazzola
Aristotelian Ethics and Darwinian Biology: Perspectives on Human 
Nature

Alasdair MacIntyre is well known as a critic of Enlightenment and 
Modernity, yet he acknowledges the achievements of modern science and 
the challenge they pose to classical Aristotelian ethics. Philosophy of science 
essentially influences his thought, and in After Virtue he clearly accepts that 
Aristotle’s natural teleology is to be discarded, however arguing for the 
recovery of his moral framework. In Dependent Rational Animals, MacIntyre 
goes beyond his former rejection of a biological grounding for morality 
and thus comes even closer to classical Aristotelian and Thomist thought. 
Nevertheless, his main concern in this case is to show the importance of 
human biological fallibility and interdependence, whereas his engagement 
with scientific, biological anthropology remains superficial within and 
without that book. On the other hand, the moral research put forward by 
thinkers belonging to the evolutionary psychology and sociobiological 
field seems to be in tension with central aspects of MacIntyre’s thought, as 
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exemplified by Steven Pinker. The author of The Blank Slate is not only 
the adversary of The Modern Denial of Human Nature but also the vocal 
advocate of Enlightenment Now. In light of this, it might appear surprising 
that an author like Larry Arnhart has proposed a conciliation between 
Aristotelian, Thomist, and MacIntyrean moral theory and evolutionary 
biology. This paper reassesses the prospects and limits of the encounter of 
contemporary evolutionary ethics and a Thomist Aristotelianism of the kind 
of MacIntyre’s, twenty-four years after Arnhart’s work.

Damiano Simoncelli 
Giving and Receiving in Light of the Human Difference: A Reading of 
MacIntyre’s Dependent Rational Animals

The logic of giving and receiving plays a central role in MacIntyre’s 
account of human practical rationality. As he holds in Dependent Rational 
Animals (1999), this logic is embedded in social relationships where human 
beings are mutually enabled to exercise their specific, i.e. rational, agency. 
In this paper, I consider a couple of questions related to the logic of giving 
and receiving, namely how this logic should be understood, and how it 
is connected with the human difference. In doing so, I will mostly refer 
to the interpretation already given in my Natura, Ragione e Relazione. 
Una Prospettiva sulla Legge Naturale a Partire da Alasdair MacIntyre 
[Nature, Reason, and Relation. A Perspective on the Natural Law Starting 
from MacIntyre’s Thought] (Orthotes, 2020) while also suggesting further 
possible paths of enquiry.

Piotr Machura
Virtues of the Extended Mind: Technological Augmentation and Human 
Practice

The growing significance of technology in both everyday life and 
professionalised practices has brought important volume of philosophical 
works. However, it is somehow surprising that this current is barely reflected 
in virtue ethics. This paper highlights two aspects of the issue as seen from 
the MacIntyrean perspective. Firstly, the rise of technologisation in most 
areas of human life demands reflection on its influence on the autonomy 
and unity of the agent’s quest for a good life. Here, the new perspectives 
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for phronesis need to be pointed out. Secondly, a methodological question 
shows up concerning the way in which virtue ethics may find an adequate 
response to the technical augmentation of the agency. For this, I argue, 
resources might be found in the Extended Mind thesis. 

Steven Peña
Rational Animal Communication and Artificial Intelligence: 
Apsycholinguistic Analysis

The intersection of language and cognitive science underwent a 
major transformation with the introduction of the theory of generative 
grammar, a revolution made possible by the seminal work of Noam 
Chomsky. Among the theses supporting this project was the proposition 
that what are ordinarily called the rules of grammar of any given natural 
language are in fact not rules at all, but a sort of rough approximation of 
a set of deep mental structures found exclusively in the human rational 
animal, structures heretofore inaccessible to human inquiry. That these 
approximations of grammar were no more than such has been given some 
degree of support by the history of the development of language translation 
systems in the field of computer science. I hope to show, nevertheless, 
that the fact that computer translation was grossly inadequate until quite 
recently, is in fact directly related to a phenomenon that makes human 
linguistic communication possible in the first place, namely, the behavioral 
interdependence of rational animals. I will make use of the work of linguist 
Daniel Everett to suggest an alternative hypothesis regarding the origin of 
language, one that replaces the speculative concept of universal grammar 
with a theory that finds a secondary, unspoken stream of content embedded 
in the nature of human interaction. Human uniqueness, I will seek to show 
thereby, is inextricably bound up with human interdependence.

Giovanni Bombelli
MacIntyre, Practical Reason, and Law: Some Remarks

This contribution focuses on some aspects of MacIntyre’s approach 
concerning law and the political-institutional dimension. Taking into 
account the global theoretical framework elaborated by MacIntyre, law 
and politics should be regarded as levels or forms of the practical reason: 
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More precisely, law and politics are thought as belonging to ‘practical 
reason’. Starting from this conceptual horizon, this paper focuses on the 
following theoretical points: the MacIntyrean concept of law; his model of 
politics; and lastly on some of the features of the theoretical landscape in 
which he operates, with special attention to the concepts of ‘tradition’ and 
‘practical reason’. 

John Macias
Natural Law, the Common Good, and Economics: A Difficulty for 
Thomists

Within the Thomistic tradition, questions of economics often center 
on whether a given economic system as a whole is compatible with the 
principles of St. Thomas Aquinas. Mary L. Hirschfeld, in her 2018 Aquinas 
and the Market, avoids the extremes of either completely endorsing 
or rejecting capitalism. Instead, she acknowledges the limitations of 
modern economic theory and offers a guide for directing market practices 
according to Thomistic principles. I will refer to her proposal as ‘natural 
law economics’. I will argue that Hirschfeld’s natural law economics, 
despite containing important insights, does not sufficiently consider the 
extent that modern market economies are bound up with liberal nation-
states. The presuppositions of liberalism and modern economies make 
the precepts of Thomistic natural law into arbitrary and irrational limits 
on economic practices. For my argument, I will first present Hirschfeld’s 
proposal for making modern economics more Thomistic. Then, I turn 
to the work of Marx and the economist E.F. Schumacher to show the 
presuppositions of concrete economic practices. Next, I will show that 
Thomistic natural law becomes unintelligible in the context of the modern 
economy and liberal nation-state. Finally, I conclude by presenting 
Richard Wolff’s Worker Self-Directed Enterprises as a possible way to 
implement the natural law in contemporary business practices.
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Andrius Bielskis
Against the Self-Images of Our Age: Questioning the Philosophy of 
Difference

The emphasis on human difference has been an underlying feature 
of philosophy at least ever since the 1960s. This paper will argue that 
despite the importance of some of these philosophical projects, when 
looking at them from the point of view of the material contradictions of 
today’s capitalism, they are the distorted self-images of our age. Thus, the 
underlying philosophical-methodological approach is rooted in historical 
materialism, which instructs us to look at the sphere of Geist against the key 
material contradictions of our age. The argument of the paper should not 
be seen as being based on any assertion of simple determination: our self-
images of the age are not determined by the material contradictions. They 
should be understood dialectically. That is, the atrocities of the war and 
the social form of post-war capitalism created the conditions for the moral 
and philosophical celebration of cultural diversity and difference. Today 
the social form of capitalism is different. The key material contradiction 
of our age is the credit and fossil fuel driven system of production and 
consumption for the sake of limitless profit maximization which undercuts 
its own sustainability and threatens the survival of our natural environment. 
Thus, the key philosophical and political question today is not how to 
conceptualize difference so that the unique creative powers of individuals 
can be released, but how to articulate a convincing answer to the question 
of what the right political action today ought to be.

Egidijus Mardosas
Ideology Critique and the Neo-Aristotelian Account of Practical 
Reason: Towards a Dialogue

The critical concept of ideology as ‘false consciousness’ either has been 
rejected by many authors (both Marxists and non-Marxists) in favour of a 
neutral concept of ideology as a set of views characteristic of a particular 
social group, or  was dropped altogether in favour of other concepts (for 
example, discourse). The critical concept of ideology became suspect due 
to its supposed essentialism about consciousness and human nature. But 
the rejection of the critical concept of ideology is a theoretical loss. Jan 
Rehmann, for example, proposed to re-introduce the critical edge to the 
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notion of ideology by distinguishing between an ideological socialization 
from above which serves to sustain unequal power relations and a collective 
socialization from below which can question the ideological interpellation. 
The project of ideology critique then rests on the identification and the 
theoretical conceptualization of such counter-ideological practices.  This 
paper will discuss to what extent the neo-Aristotelian conception of practical 
reason, as developed by Alasdair MacIntyre, can help to understand better 
such collective counter-ideological socialization from below. Several 
aspects of the neo-Aristotelian notion of practical reason relate to the 
counter-ideological practices: the importance of moral and intellectual 
capacities needed for critical collective questioning of the ends pursued in a 
political society; various structures of shared deliberation needed to sustain 
this practice of collective questioning; the capacity to envisage alternative 
possibilities to the status quo as an aspect of practical reasoning.

Sergei Talanker
MacIntyre’s Critique of Rortyan Liberal Irony

While agreeing on a number of topics, MacIntyre and Rorty are at odds 
on the issue of irony. Rorty defines ‘ironists’ as those who have doubts 
about their final vocabulary, or words which they employ to justify their 
actions, beliefs, and lives. MacIntyre views Rortian irony as an unforgivable 
offence against truthfulness. Also, by distancing oneself from vocabulary 
of social commitments, one necessarily distances oneself from these 
commitments, as people cannot maintain social relationships if they change 
their vocabulary through which their commitments were formulated. Rorty 
argues that it is possible to separate one’s (ironic) attitude towards one’s 
vocabulary from the attitude towards one’s commitments, even though 
they are worded through that vocabulary. Rorty self-conceptualizes as a 
liberal ironist: someone who is privately ironic, yet publicly committed 
to the liberal social order. Rorty believes that intellectuals should keep 
their irony private, and not be expressly ironic towards the liberal social 
order. I argue that those who have private doubts about liberal social order, 
yet publicly deny having them, are not being truthful. One may truthfully 
express one’s doubts about liberal order, but that would make one a public 
ironist. Private ironists make no public statements about their irony. 
Publicly calling oneself a public liberal and a private ironist means calling 
attention to one’s own duplicity and to undermine other public liberals 
and public liberal discourse in general. Thus, I conclude that MacIntyre’s 
critique of Rorty’s ‘liberal irony’ is warranted.
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