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Abstract 

Virtue ethicists typically begin by investigating what virtue is, and only then 

attempt to understand how to acquire it. This common approach seems reasonable, as 

understanding the end is thought to precede understanding the means to achieve it. 

However, I argue that this is mistaken. Drawing on Julia Annas’s discussion of virtue as a 

developmental concept, I propose the Developmental Approach to Virtue and defend its 

key underlying principle—the Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development. This principle 

holds that a learner of virtue must undergo significant transformation through virtue 

cultivation in order to grasp what virtue is. This is because being virtuous involves first-

person experiences that can be acquired only through virtue cultivation, rather than 

through mere theoretical study of virtue. I apply this approach to interpreting the ethical 

works of Aristotle and Mengzi, as well as to analyze the challenge in answering the 

perennial philosophical question, “Why be moral?” 
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1. Introduction  

Everything has developed into its current state from other things, including this 

dissertation on virtue development. As a student of moral philosophy, I have always 

found virtue ethics more attractive than consequentialism and deontology, though, for a 

long time, I could not articulate the reasons. I know this preference must lie in the 

differences between virtue ethics and the alternative approaches, so a major task of my 

doctoral research is to understand the various ways in which virtue ethics differs from 

other approaches. 

The contemporary revival of virtue ethics is often attributed to Anscombe’s 

(1958) critique of Modern Moral Philosophy. Anscombe maintains that concepts like 

moral obligation and moral duty rely on a law conception of ethics. We ought to do the 

right thing because doing so is either “obligated” or “permissible;” we ought not to do the 

wrong thing because doing so is “impermissible” or “illicit.” Anscombe argues that the 

law conception of ethics presupposes the belief in a divine legislator. Without the long-

abandoned divine legislator, concepts such as “obligatory,” “permissible,” and 

“impermissible” lack justification for their normative force. Consequently, it is a mistake 

for modern moral philosophers to keep using them. 

Anscombe’s critique prompted two reactions. On the one hand, one can try to 

retain a law conception without a divine legislator. On the other hand, one can abandon 

the law conception of ethics. Roger Crisp represents the former position. He points out 

Anscombe’s insufficient discussion of potential law conceptions of ethics without the 

divine legislator. Considering Anscombe’s analogy that the term “criminal” would no 

longer make sense if judicial institutions were abandoned, Crisp claims that a more 
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plausible interpretation is that “criminal” would have “changed its sense to become 

equivalent to something like ‘morally bad individuals’” (2006, 30-31). Similarly, “moral 

ought” might have changed its sense from a divine command to something else, such as a 

Kantian categorical imperative. In sum, according to this reaction, we should replace the 

justification of morality’s “obligation” from a divine legislator with other moral systems. 

Virtue ethics is competing with other moral systems to provide a compelling account of 

right action—that is, actions that we are obligated to perform or avoid. 

John Hacker-Wright reacts to Anscombe’s critique differently. He suggests that 

we can have a moral system without a law conception of morality. Following Anscombe, 

Hacker-Wright maintains that morality cannot offer “the kind of action-guiding 

implications desired by philosophers who claim that virtue ethics would be incomplete 

without a criterion of moral rightness (2010, 210-211).” Yet, he believes that a moral 

system can guide our actions in the sense of “recommendation” and “condemnation.” In 

other words, he suggests a weaker sense of “right action” that is not associated with 

“obligation” or “permissibility.” On his view, to say that an act is right “indicates that an 

action has nothing deplorable about it,” or “is to recommend it” (ibid.). 

What does the difference between “obligation” and “recommendation” imply? At 

the theoretical level, the difference implies different justifications for grounding “right 

action.” It seems easier to justify “right action” in a system where such action is only a 

recommendation than in a system where such action is an obligation. Yet, giving up the 

law conception leads to a practical challenge. How are we supposed to ensure people act 

appropriately if we can only appeal to recommendation rather than obligation? By 

studying the behavior of professional ethicists and students of ethics, Eric Schwitzgebel 
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(2009, 2013, 2020) constantly reminds us that knowing one’s moral obligation does not 

reliably translate into moral behaviors. It seems even more difficult to ensure moral 

behaviors if it is only a recommendation. 

I am deeply attracted to the idea that virtue ethics does not rely on “obligation.” 

My understandings of ancient Greek and Chinese virtue traditions and this idea of virtue 

ethics without obligation reinforce each other. I am increasingly confident that virtue 

ethics can serve as an alternative to modern moral philosophy, as Anscombe envisioned 

it. Working on this idea, I encounter a challenge that is similar to one Julia Annas 

encounters:  

Some years ago I started to write a book on virtue ethics, in which I tried to 
meet early criticisms of what was then a new way of doing ethics. The book 
continued to be unsatisfactory, and I finally abandoned it, realizing that I 
needed to get clear about virtue before producing a defence of virtue ethics. 
This need should have been obvious, especially since I frequently teach 
Platonic dialogues where Socrates gets people to see that they are doing 
what I was doing, namely developing ideas about something without first 
examining what it is. The need became even more obvious as the field 
rapidly expanded with the production of Humean, Nietschean, Kantian and 
consequentialist kinds of virtue ethics. (2015, 281) 
 

I agree with Annas that the challenge reveals that the new understanding of virtue ethics 

requires a new understanding of virtue. I further agree with her observation in Intelligent 

Virtue that virtue is fundamentally a developmental concept. She claims that “we cannot 

understand what virtue is without coming to understand how we acquire it” (2011, 21). 

Ever since reading her work, I have had a hunch that she pinpoints something significant, 

but I have struggled to articulate my hunch. This dissertation is my attempt to articulate 

Annas’s insights and restore the importance of virtue development in virtue ethics. 

 The emphasis on virtue cultivation and self-improvement in the ancient Greek and 

Chinese traditions has always attracted me. To me, virtue ethics is always a practical 
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activity in which self-improvement lies at the center. The ultimate value of virtue ethics 

does not lie in theoretical activities centered around justifying accounts at practical, 

normative, or metaethical levels. Those theoretical activities acquire their value by 

contributing to one’s self-improvement. In my view, those virtue traditions propose a way 

of living that does not treat being a good person or acting virtuously as an obligation, but 

as something to be aspired to. Finding a way for oneself and others to become someone 

who appreciates and enjoys being a good person is the foundation for virtue ethics. 

Attention to self-improvement is not unique to virtue ethics. Chi-Ming Lee and 

Monica Taylor’s (2013) meta-analysis of The Journal of Moral Education reveals that 

from 1971 to 2011, the field of moral education was dominated by a Kohlbergian and 

Neo-Kohlbergian cognitive-development approach, which focuses on developing 

Kantian-style moral reasoning and judgment. Although the particular Kantian (justice-

orientated) approach had been challenged, the field nevertheless took developing moral 

reasoning and moral judgment as the fundamental goal of moral education. One common 

pedagogic model is an ethics class where the instructor teaches students various 

normative theories, i.e., deontology and consequentialism, and how to apply them in 

moral dilemmas and case studies. Instructors provide feedback regarding the quality of 

students’ moral reasoning and judgment. Students are expected to reason better and make 

better moral judgments after taking the class.1  

 
1 Recently, along with the resurgent interest in virtue ethics, virtue education has become 
a hot topic. Proponents propose virtue education as a correction to the earlier focus on 
developing moral reasoning and judgment. They highlight the gap between moral 
reasoning and moral action, and the gap between reasoning and character. One might be 
good at moral reasoning while not acting on one’s judgment; or one might be good at 
making moral judgments without having virtuous characters. 
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What makes virtue ethics unique compared to other approaches is its particular 

kind of attention to self-improvement. This attention includes two interwoven issues. 

First, becoming a good person is the ultimate purpose for engaging in virtue ethics. 

Virtue ethics is deeply personal and practical. It goes beyond the narrow understanding of 

“moral philosophy” that focuses on establishing knowledge of virtue through theorization 

and argumentation. How can someone apprehend and appreciate self-improvement as the 

ultimate purpose of virtue ethics? The answer lies in the second issue. Self-improvement 

plays a crucial epistemic role. Our understanding of virtue depends on how virtuous we 

are. Therefore, self-improvement is the means for apprehending and appreciating self-

improvement.  

This dissertation focuses on the epistemic role of virtue development. It consists 

of four independent papers that fall into what I call a developmental approach to virtue 

and virtue ethics. I use “developmental approach” as generally as “feminist approach” to 

virtue, so the four papers can only scratch the surface. I am content if it hints at a 

potentially different way of understanding virtue and morality. 

In “A Developmental Approach to Virtue,” I suggest an alternative to the 

mainstream approach to virtue and virtue ethics. Traditionally, moral philosophy treats 

the question of how to become a good person as secondary to the theoretical 

understanding of what it means to be a good person. Sometimes, the first question is even 

excluded from philosophy altogether, relegated instead to psychology or pedagogy. I 

argue that this approach is mistaken. I defend the “epistemic priority of virtue 

development,” arguing that a virtue learner needs to undergo significant transformation 

through virtue cultivation in order to grasp what virtue is. This is because “being 
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virtuous” involves phenomenological aspects that can only be fully understood through 

first-person experience, rather than by reading about virtue. For example, a stingy person 

cannot fully comprehend the idea of generosity because they do not experience the joy in 

being generous. To grasp that experience, they must undergo transformation through 

virtue cultivation. 

The developmental approach sheds light on a perennial philosophical puzzle, 

which I discuss in “Why Be Moral? A New Analysis.” I argue that answering “Why be 

moral?” is challenging for two reasons. First, the question does not arise from a mere 

theoretical concern but also from a non-theoretical one. Previous analyses fail to make 

this distinction explicit, leading to the search for a theoretical answer that is insufficient 

to address the non-theoretical concern. Second, unless the questioner has had the first-

person experience of being moral, they will not find any answer persuasive because they 

and the responder, who has had that experience, will be talking past each other when 

addressing the question. 

The remaining two papers take a historical approach. In “The Importance of Good 

Practice: Aristotle on Developing Virtue of Character and Virtue of Thought,” I offer a 

new interpretation of the Nicomachean Ethics by focusing on Aristotle’s claim that his 

inquiry is “not undertaken for the sake of theoretical knowledge, but in order to become 

good people.” I argue that the Nicomachean Ethics could be read primarily as a guide to 

virtue cultivation, rather than as a normative or metaethical treatise. This interpretation 

leads to two important insights. First, “practicing correctly” plays a more critical role 

than “acting correctly (or virtuously)” in ethical life. We do not become virtuous through 

acting virtuously, but through correct practices that fit our current stage of virtue 
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development. Second, character and intellect develop simultaneously, and they influence 

each other reciprocally. 

In “It Takes Time to Extend Compassion: The Gradual Extension Interpretation 

of Mengzi 1A7,” I distinguish two readings of Mengzi’s discussion of “extending 

compassion.” I argue that the gradual extension interpretation avoids two problems that 

arise from the immediate extension interpretation. Moreover, I contend that attributing 

the gradual extension interpretation has two philosophically significant implications. 

First, it offers a more faithful account of Mengzi’s original view, and striving for a more 

faithful view embodies intellectual humility. Second, it directs attention to overlooked 

philosophical questions that merit further exploration. 
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2. The Developmental Approach to Virtue    

In Intelligent Virtue, Julia Annas (2011) argues that virtue is like a practical skill. 

A crucial aspect of this analogy is that virtue is an essentially developmental notion. 

Reviewing Annas’s book, Daniel Russell calls the developmental notion of virtue a big 

idea and predicts that future discussions of the book will focus on it (2014, 314). 

Unfortunately, this did not happen. Annas’s discussion on the developmental aspect of 

virtue was overshadowed by the critique of her general analogy between virtue and skill 

and her eudaemonist approach to virtue ethics.1  

Besides the overwhelming interest in the previous two topics, I suspect there are 

at least two reasons for the lack of discussion of her developmental notion of virtue. On 

the one hand, many moral philosophers are increasingly familiar with developmental 

psychology, so they may falsely assume that Annas’s discussion simply reiterates 

developmental psychologists’ remarks on moral development, which entails only 

uninteresting truisms like the followings: the gap between knowing what a good person is 

and being a good person needs to be bridged by moral development; becoming a good 

person requires sustained effort in moral cultivation rather than sudden enlightenment 

from philosophizing in an armchair. So, they may think knowing that virtue is a 

developmental notion provides few novel insights. On the other hand, Annas’s 

developmental notion entails the counterintuitive claim that “we do not have an adequate 

account of a virtue until we have an account of how it is taught and learned” (2011, 21 & 

 
1 For some examples of critiques along these two lines, see the book reviews from 
Terrence Irwin (2013), Robert Merrihew Adams (2015), Christine Swanton (2015), and 
Anne Beril (2013).  
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163). Most moral philosophers, however, are committed to answering “what is virtue?” 

before answering “how can we become virtuous?” because they believe that without 

knowing what virtue is, the investigation of how to become virtuous would be aimless. In 

addition, they may not consider establishing an account of how virtue is taught and 

learned as their business, but a business for psychologists and educators. As a result, they 

overlook, perhaps unwittingly, Annas’s insights.  

The neglect of Annas’s insights highlights the entrenched paradigm of 

understanding virtue that Annas aims to shift. In this chapter, I seek to buttress Annas’s 

insights through the following steps. In Section 1, I set out my methodological 

presuppositions. In Section 2, I reconstruct and further develop Annas’s developmental 

approach to virtue, articulating three features that make virtue a developmental notion. In 

Section 3, I argue that these features support the thesis of the Epistemic Priority of Virtue 

Development, which underlies Annas’s counterintuitive claim that “we do not have an 

adequate account of a virtue until we have an account of how it is taught and learned.” 

Finally, in Section 4, I clarify the distinctiveness of the developmental approach by 

distinguishing it from two approaches that also focus on virtue development.    

2.1 Preliminary Remarks 

“The developmental approach to virtue” is a general term that includes several 

components, such as a metaphysical account of what virtue is, a normative account of 

what makes an action or a person virtuous, and a practical account of how to cultivate 

virtue. This chapter focuses on presenting a metaphysical account of virtue. My aim is 

not to distinguish virtue from vice and non-virtue, or individuate different virtues such as 

generosity, courage, and honesty, which would require a normative account that lies 
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beyond the scope of this project. In addition, this chapter does not aim to offer specific 

guidelines on virtue development. Nevertheless, the metaphysical account has 

implications for what a normative account of virtue should look like and how virtue is to 

be developed.   

My presentation of the developmental account of virtue relies heavily on the 

analogy between practical skill and virtue. I use this analogy not for argumentation, but 

for illustration. My aim is not to defend the claim that virtue is a practical skill. Instead, I 

aim to present the ethical vision of someone who treats virtue as a practical skill. Alex 

Rosenberg’s The Atheist’s Guide to Reality: Enjoying Life Without Illusions provides a 

helpful example of this approach. As the title suggests, the book illustrates what it is like 

to understand and live one’s life after accepting an atheist worldview, which includes the 

counterintuitive belief that life lacks ultimate purpose and meaning. Similarly, this 

chapter aims to illustrate the unfamiliar ethical vision that takes virtue to be a 

developmental notion. The analogy with practical skill serves to make this unfamiliar 

vision more intuitive.  

The analogy between virtue and practical skill may introduce misunderstandings 

because “practical skill” may be interpreted differently. Following Annas (2011, 16-7), I 

do not use the term to refer to “routine skills” like driving a car to work or preparing 

sandwich for one’s children. Instead, the term refers to skills such as driving Formula 

One cars or practicing culinary arts. Both routine skills and practical skills involve know-

how and require effort to acquire. What distinguishes them is that practical skills can be 

improved to a degree of expertise, whereas routine skills cannot. We do not call someone 

“an expert in driving to work” or “an expert in making sandwich for children.” Using the 
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criterion of expertise to distinguish practical skill from routine skill is admittedly an 

oversimplification,2 but it suffices for present purpose. When I appeal to the analogy 

between virtue and practical skill, I want my readers to think of skills such as piano 

playing, rock climbing, or gourmet cooking.     

One might worry that the metaphysical assumption underlying this project is 

highly controversial. If it turns out to be mistaken, the entire discussion simply rests on a 

mistake. Moreover, if the project aims to provide a metaphysical account of virtue, then 

assuming that virtue is a practical skill is question begging. Although controversial 

assumptions are not uncommon in philosophical projects, I want to mitigate this concern 

by briefly introducing the pragmatist commitment that guides this project. On this 

commitment, whether virtue is ultimately a practical skill or not does not matter. What 

matters is that treating virtue as a practical skill offers a viable ethical vision. 

The appeal of this pragmatist commitment can be illustrated by comparing a 

theistic and an atheistic form of life. The former is grounded in the belief that God exists; 

the latter is grounded in the belief that God does not exist. Since God either exists or does 

not, one of these forms of life must rest on a false belief. Nevertheless, both are viable 

options, each practiced by billions of people. For a pragmatist, God exists or not “does 

not matter” in the sense that each form of life is examined not based on the truth of its 

metaphysical ground but based on the consequences of living that form of life. Thus, 

even if a form of life rests on false metaphysical beliefs, it is not inferior to a form of life 

 
2 For one thing, the distinctions among “non-skill,” “routine skill,” and “practical skill” 
are vague. One might think no skill is involved at all in making a sandwich for kids, 
which is simply stacking a few pieces of bread, lettuce, tomatoes with a spread of peanut 
butter. One might also practice “eco-driving” by driving as fuel efficient as possible, 
which can be qualified as a practical skill. 
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grounded in true metaphysical beliefs. When a pragmatist encounters someone genuinely 

considering adopting a particular form of life, the conversation would focus not on its 

metaphysical foundations, but on what it is like to live that form of life. Likewise, this 

project aims to illustrate the ethical vision that treats virtue as a developmental notion. 

The metaphysical truth of what virtue is “does not matter” in the pragmatist sense just 

described.  

It does matter, however, that the developmental account of virtue yields a viable 

ethical vision. It will be pointless to explore a nonviable form of life grounded in the 

belief that God exists only on weekdays. One assumption of this project is that the 

developmental notion does offer a viable ethical vision. I believe ancient Greek and early 

Chinese thinkers endorse the developmental notion, which I hope the discussion in this 

chapter will clarify.         

2.2 Virtue as a Developmental Disposition  

A practical skill is a disposition that enables a person to perform certain tasks in a 

particular way. It involves various psychophysiological processes such as perception, 

feeling, cognition, judgment, and action. For instance, an outdoor rock climber needs to 

identify small handholds and footholds on a natural rock face, feel and judge the best way 

to use them, keep calm, and execute their movements effectively. Understanding virtue in 

a similar way, I propose the following definition of virtue:  

Virtue is a disposition {to perceive, to feel, to think, to judge and to act} in 
an ethical situation. 
 

I adapt this definition from Owen Flanagan, with two modifications. Flanagan defines 

virtue as “a disposition to perceive and/or to feel and/or to think and/or to judge and/or to 



 

 13 

act} in a way that is appropriate to the situation” (2009, 58). My first modification is to 

remove the “and/or.” Flanagan uses “and/or” to leave room for various accounts of virtue 

because he thinks some accounts may not treat all these elements as necessary. For 

example, Flanagan thinks that Stoics do not include “feeling,” whereas Plato and 

Aristotle do.   

I remove the “and/or” because I want to avoid the implication that we can 

somehow freely choose which elements constitute the disposition of virtue. Flanagan 

writes:  

Virtues comprise a multiplicity of kinds: A virtue might involve all five of 
the elements or components in the schema above or it might only involve 
two–say, perceiving and doing. (In America it is common to emphasize 
these two elements as the most important) (2009, 60). 
 

The implication relies on treating the elements in the curly braces as independent. Yet, I 

think the ontological boundaries between these elements are not as sharp as the 

conceptual boundaries. First, perceiving in a particular way often requires feeling and 

judging in a particular way. A skilled rock climber perceives a small crimp on a rock face 

as something useful to hold partly because they feel and judge it to be so. A mediocre 

climber like me will likely ignore that crimp entirely because I do not perceive–feel–

judge it as useful. Similarly, “seeing a person in need” often requires feeling and judging 

that the person is in need. In other words, perceiving, feeling, thinking, judging, and 

acting may form a holistic process in which each element is infused with the others. I 

keep the curly braces to indicate the interwovenness of these elements.  

Second, treating these elements as independent seems to overlook the possibility 

that these elements may operate non-consciously. For example, it is plausible to say that a 

piano master does not consciously think about which keys to press while performing. 



 

 14 

However, if people also perceive, feel, think, judge, and act non-consciously, then we 

cannot confidently claim that the piano master is not engaging in thinking at a non-

conscious level. Our psychological architecture, especially the non-conscious part, is not 

well understood, and the unknown aspects may be central to the disposition of virtue. 

Therefore, I remove the “and/or” in order to highlight that even if we do not consciously 

experience these elements, they may nonetheless be operative.    

I also remove the term “appropriate” to avoid potential misunderstanding and to 

highlight the metaphysical nature of the definition. Although it is unclear to me whether 

Flanagan is using “appropriate to the situation” to indicate a normative criterion for 

distinguishing virtue from vice, it may nevertheless be interpreted that way. One may 

interpret this phrase as a general placeholder for different normative accounts that spell 

out what makes a disposition virtuous rather than vicious based on what counts as 

appropriate or inappropriate to the situation. Yet, as a metaphysical account, “appropriate 

to the situation” merely specifies the domain in which this disposition operates. 

Therefore, I replace it with “ethical situation,” which allows us to distinguish virtue from 

other practical skills. Rock climbing is a practical skill, but not a virtue because it does 

not deal with an ethical situation. 

The preceding definition is metaphysical rather than normative, which means that 

it applies to vice as well. Vice is also a disposition {to perceive, to feel, to think, to judge 

and to act} in an ethical situation. Their differences need to be fleshed out by a normative 

account that specifies what counts as a virtuous or a vicious way {to perceive, to feel, to 

think, to judge and to act}. In addition, the definition does not yet entail that virtue is a 

developmental notion. I use “developmental” in a technical sense, which entails three 
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features: (1) virtue is dynamic; (2) virtue is infinitely improvable; and (3) virtue is 

transformative. My goal in this section is to articulate and clarify those features by 

examining Annas’s discussion in Intelligent Virtue.  

2.2.1 Virtue is Dynamic   

Annas distinguishes virtue from scientific dispositions like the fragility of glass. 

Although both kinds of disposition are lasting, a scientific disposition is static, whereas 

virtue is dynamic (2011, 8). The fragility of glass is static because glass acquires the 

disposition in virtue of its physical and chemical properties, which will not change over 

time. Neither will the glass become more or less fragile, nor will it develop a different 

kind of fragility.3 Virtue is not static. It changes over time through one’s engagement 

with relevant circumstances. Generous responses to a circumstance calling for generosity, 

which includes perceiving, feeling, thinking, judging, and acting in a generous way, 

strengthen one’s generosity, while ungenerous responses weaken it. The skill analogy is 

helpful here. A practical skill like playing the piano is a dynamic disposition because the 

skillful person must keep up with the practice in order to maintain and improve her skill. 

Without practice, her skill becomes rusty. Similarly, virtue is always “developing, being 

 
3 One might want to argue that fragility is also a dynamic disposition. For example, glass 
develops the disposition of fragility while being turned into the solid from the liquid. 
Also, glass can be strengthened using a controlled heating and cooling process. I am 
happy to accept this understanding of the fragility of glass, which is similar to Xunzi’s 
discussion of steaming and bending corked wood (2016, 23 & 199). The point for the 
comparison between virtue and fragility is neither to exclude fragility from being a 
dynamic disposition nor to argue that being dynamic is unique to virtue. I only want to 
illustrate what it is like to understand virtue as a dynamic disposition, which differs from 
the traditional understanding of a scientific disposition that is static. If one already 
understands fragility as a dynamic disposition, then the contrast between virtue and 
fragility can be safely ignored.  
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sustained or weakened” (2011, 14).4 Although we normally associate virtue development 

with becoming better, the dynamic feature of virtue underscores that we need efforts just 

to sustain our virtue, and if we stop engaging in virtuous activities, we can become less 

virtuous.5 For this reason, Annas correctly points out that virtue cannot be a once-and-

for-all achievement (2011, 38). One cannot cultivate her virtue for a while and then lay 

back to enjoy her achievement of being virtuous. Virtue development is a dynamic 

process that may head towards good or bad directions.   

2.2.2 Virtue is Infinitely Improvable 
There are two potential interpretations of the claim that virtue is infinitely 

improvable. I will present the moral vision associated with each without evaluating which 

one is better. The key difference between the two views is whether they maintain that 

there is an end stage of virtue development. The Closed-ended View maintains that there 

is such a stage, whereas the Open-ended View holds that there is no such stage. 

 
4 “Practices” is used in a very broad sense. It does not only refer to the repeated 
mechanistic practices like playing “Twinkle Twinkle” again and again, or keeping doing 
virtuous actions whenever possible. “Virtue practices” include daily socializations, 
engaging in ritual proprieties, hanging out with virtuous people, and reading literature or 
watching movies that are aspiring.    
5 Although Xunzi does not specify the reason, he also notices that “a noble person (junzi) 
may turn into a petty person (xiaoren)” (2016, 286-290). It is reasonable to think that lack 
of continuing virtue cultivation plays an important role in the degradation, for Xunzi 
claims that one’s path to sageness requires “accumulate[ing] goodness without stopping” 
(2016, 282). Xunzi’s discussion highlights one aspect people often ignore when 
discussing virtue development. That is, a vice manifested by a petty person is also a 
dynamic disposition that can be developed, sustained, and weakened through vicious 
engagements with circumstances. Although we are focusing on virtue development, we 
should be vigilant of vice in the process. Many of the current discussions on virtue apply 
to vice.   

Christine Swanton points out a similar but more pessimistic quote from Kant’s 
Metaphysics of Morals: “Virtue can never settle down in peace and quiet with its maxims 
adopted once and for all but, if it is not rising, is unavoidably sinking” (2016,129).          
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According to the Closed-ended View, virtue is not infinitely improvable because 

virtue development comes to an end once a person reaches the end stage. There are two 

types of end stage: a theoretical one and a practical one. One reaches a theoretical end 

stage of virtue development when they become fully (or perfectly/completely) virtuous. 

They cannot improve any further simply because there is no additional stage of virtue. In 

this sense, virtue is not infinitely improvable theoretically. Yet, virtue can still be 

infinitely improvable in practice if “being fully virtuous” remains an ideal that we cannot 

achieve. Annas holds this view, as she believes that we “may have personal deficiencies 

that prevent us from being fully virtuous or the structures of our societies preclude us 

from being so” (2011, 64-5). As a result, the goal for virtue learners is keep 

approximating the ideal.     

For some proponents of the Closed-ended View, continually approximating the 

ideal is too demanding. Therefore, they propose a practical end stage for virtue 

development. A person can theoretically develop further when they reach the practical 

end stage, but does not need to. “Truly virtuous” and “virtuous enough” have been 

suggested as practical end stages for virtue development. “Virtuous enough” poses a 

minimal requirement, whereas “truly virtuous” 6 signifies an advanced stage. Depending 

 
6 “Truly” has been used in various ways, sometimes inconsistently. For instance, Annas 
occasionally employs “truly” and “perfectly” interchangeably. She asserts that “being 
truly (or perfectly) virtuous is indeed an ideal which none of us can exemplify” (2011, 
65). According to this usage, no one (or few) can be truly virtuous. However, she also 
uses “truly” differently, where some people are indeed truly virtuous. She sometimes uses 
the phrase “a truly virtuous person” to “imply only someone who contrasts with the 
beginner, someone of whom we truly say that they are generous, brave or honest” (2011, 
40). Therefore, many people can be called “truly virtuous” because they have achieved an 
advanced, though not ideal, stage of virtue development. For example, Annas claims that 
“there are very different ways of being virtuous, ranging from the beginner to the truly 
virtuous, analogously to development in practical skill” (2011, 65). According to this 
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on how demanding a particular theory is, virtue learners may stop when they become 

truly virtuous or virtuous enough. As a result, virtue development is closed-ended in the 

practical sense.  

 The Open-ended View presupposes neither a theoretical nor a practical end stage 

of virtue development. Before discussing it, let us return to the Closed-ended View by 

examining why it includes an end stage.  I believe the end stage is included because 

proponents want virtue development to stop at some point, and the reason is twofold. 

First, endless development can be normatively or psychologically too demanding. Why 

should a person keep cultivating their virtue? Is endless cultivation psychologically 

bearable? The Closed-ended View includes an end stage so that virtue development is not 

excessively demanding. I suspect this demandingness concern arises from the sense of 

requirement that may be implicit in the view. For example, the proponents may think that 

“one is required to be virtuous enough or truly virtuous.” This sense of requirement 

generates a demand that may be overwhelming.     

This sense of requirement also helps us see the other reason for including an end 

stage. The end stage picks out a normatively significant threshold. These are normative 

thresholds in the sense that passing them fulfills a normative demand. We can compare 

these thresholds with “morally permissible” and “morally impermissible.” It is 

normatively important to perform actions that are morally permissible and not to perform 

actions that are morally impermissible. A person is blameworthy for performing morally 

impermissible actions. Similarly, a person fails to be virtuous enough is blameworthy, 

 
understanding of virtue, a beginner can be virtuous, though not truly virtuous. To avoid 
this inconsistency, we can separate these two concepts, reserving “perfectly” to describe 
the ideal state and “truly” to describe the non-ideal state.  
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and a person who is truly virtuous is praiseworthy. In short, we need thresholds for moral 

evaluation. One can flesh out these thresholds and the associated sense of requirement 

using normative theories outside virtue ethics, such as consequentialism and deontology. 

Someone who prefers virtue ethics to be more independent from other normative theories 

may try to flesh out the requirement within virtue ethics itself. Regardless of how one 

fleshes out the normative demand to be virtuous, stages such as “fully virtuous,” “truly 

virtuous,” and “virtuous enough” all indicate normatively significant thresholds, which 

are typically treated as end stages of virtue cultivation.   

The Open-ended View presupposes neither a theoretical nor a practical end stage 

of virtue development because it does not presuppose a normatively significant threshold. 

According to this view, “being virtuous” is similar to “being big.” Strictly speaking, we 

can only say that “X is bigger (more virtuous) than Y” but not “X is big (virtuous)” We 

often say things like “X is big (virtuous)” because we implicitly compare X with other 

things in a similar category. “The iPhone pro Max is big” turns out to mean “the iPhone 

pro Max is big (bigger) compared to other phones.” “Confucius is virtuous” turns out to 

mean “Confucius is virtuous (more virtuous) compared to other people.” To put it 

differently, we implicitly apply a statistical criterion when claiming that “X is big.” The 

claim means that “X is bigger than most things in its category.” This comparative sense 

of “big” is revealed by the fact that we do not ask for a theory that articulates the criteria 

of “being big” by identifying the essential properties of “bigness.”    

Let me illustrate this point again with a concept that is less abstract than 

“bigness.” Consider the modern piano virtuoso Yuja Wang. What makes her a virtuoso? 

Is she a virtuoso because she approximates the ideal of piano playing, or is she a virtuoso 
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because she plays better than almost everyone? The Close-ended View will say it is the 

former, whereas the Open-ended View will say it is the latter. I am not aware of any 

theory that articulates the ideal stage of piano playing and other practical skills, and it is 

unclear to me what that theory would look like. In her interview with BBC News, Wang 

explains why every day is a challenge for her, even though she has been a virtuoso for 

twenty years: “because yourself is always changing, the world is changing, and as a 

pianist, the piano is always changing.” Wang’s explanation suggests that there is no ideal 

stage for her to aim at. 7  

The two views may appear similar in practice, for we usually set goals along the 

way. A piano learner may want to “be a level ten player,” or “be like Yuja Wang.” A key 

difference between the two views, however, lies in the attitude a learner has towards the 

goal and what they would do after achieving it. If one adopts the Close-ended View, then 

achieving the goal is the ultimate objective of skill development. Once the goal is 

achieved, there is a sense that the development comes to an end for that individual. By 

contrast, if one adopts the Open-ended View, the goal functions as an inspiration that 

motivates the learner to become better. Once the goal is reached, a new journey begins. 

The ultimate purpose of setting a goal is not merely to achieve it, but to help us become 

better and eventually move beyond it. In the same interview, Wang says that every day is 

a challenge because once she “enjoys the fulfillment of practicing and working on 

something,” she “has the next thing to go to,” which includes painful practice. She 

describes her career as “an endless process like Sisyphus’s effort.” This endless journey 

may sound daunting, but it does not have to be so. Wang’s devotion to the piano is 

 
7 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hG1Nn_54e7I. 
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clearly unlike the tragedy of Sisyphus’s life, because, as Wang tells us: “it is really about 

the love [for piano].” Her love for piano is not simply achieving any particular stage of 

skillfulness. She loves developing her skill in an endless process.    

With respect to virtue, many virtue theorists aim to articulate the ideal stage of 

being virtuous. I think these theorists adopt the Closed-ended View. My purpose here is 

not to suggest that one view is truer or better than the other. Rather, I take them to be two 

ways of understanding virtue. My goal is to present the less familiar Open-ended View, 

which refrains from establishing an end stage of virtue development through criteria for 

what counts as “being virtuous.” If we adopt this view, there do not exist properties that 

make a particular stage of virtue uniquely significant in a normative sense, in the same 

way that no properties serve as criteria for grounding the threshold of “being a piano 

virtuoso” or “being big.” 

For some, it may be more useful to set a concrete, practical endpoint at which one 

can stop. However, for those who adopt the Open-ended View, there is no practical 

endpoint. The ultimate purpose of virtue cultivation is not to achieve a particular stage, 

but to become better through the process of cultivation itself. A learner realizes that 

virtue is infinitely improvable, and thus the journey has no end. This realization helps the 

learner focus on the process rather than the end result. Since virtue cultivation serves as 

an intrinsic motivation, infinite improvability is no longer a burden generated by endless 

demands for improvement, but a source of liberation from fixation on achievement. 
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Although there is no endpoint of virtue cultivation, there is also no obligation that one 

must cultivate virtue to any degree.8  

2.2.3 Virtue is Transformative   

Besides being dynamic and infinitely improvable, virtue is transformative. I use 

“transformative” in a similar way to L.A. Paul, who coined the phrase “transformative 

experiences.”9 Paul invites us to consider an opportunity to become a vampire. She asks: 

“Would you become a vampire with one swift, painless bite?” She argues that you cannot 

make an informed decision because “you cannot know what it is like to be a vampire 

until you become one, since the experience of becoming a vampire is transformative” 

(2015, 763). The vampire example illustrates that some experiences require a first-person 

 

8 One may argue that we have an obligation to develop virtue beyond a lower threshold 
where we are minimally virtuous, or at least not vicious. This approach is reasonable, but 
I want to propose an understanding of virtue ethics that does not rely on “obligation”—an 
issue that deserves fuller discussion than the scope of this project allows. I will briefly 
sketch the picture I have in mind. We need to distinguish two kinds of obligation: 
“normative obligation” and “psychological obligation.” An ethical system contains 
normative obligation if the system upholds and defends propositions like “one has an 
obligation to....” The virtue ethics I have in mind does not uphold and defend those 
propositions. In other words, it does not rely on normative obligation. The challenge is to 
articulate how a normative theory can exist without the notion of obligation. 

Psychological obligation can be understood as a kind of motivation. A person is 
motivated by psychological obligation if they perform certain actions out of obligation. 
The virtue ethics I have in mind may include psychological obligation at the earlier stages 
of virtue development. However, an important part of virtue development is replacing 
psychological obligation with an aspiration to virtue. 

To mitigate the tension between my approach and an alternative one, let me point 
out that we do not have to choose only one approach, just as we do not have to choose 
between law and morality. Each approach has its own advantages and shortcomings, and 
it may be better to let them work together. 
9 See Paul’s book (2014) for a thorough discussion of transformative experience. Also see 
Havi Carel and In James Kidd (2020) for a constructive expansion of Paul’s view. They 
add the involuntary and non-voluntary transformative experience, traumatic 
transformative experience, and non-epistemic personal transformations. 
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perspective to understand. Regardless of how vividly a vampire describes their existence 

to you or how many vampire movies you have watched, the experience of being a 

vampire, including enjoying drinking animal blood, living without sunlight, and being 

immortal, cannot be understood without firsthand experience.10 A transformative 

experience is necessary for you to understand what being a vampire is like because the 

experience is radically different from your previous ones, and your previous experiences 

are not informative enough for the new one.11 We do not need the imaginative vampire 

case to illustrate transformative experience, as many experiences in our actual lives are 

transformative. As Paul points out, becoming a parent, discovering a new faith, 

emigrating to a new country, or fighting in a war are all transformative experiences. For 

example, becoming a mother is a transformative experience, as growing, carrying, giving 

birth to, and taking care of a baby requires a first-person perspective to fully understand. 

 According to Paul, transformative experiences transform us, both epistemically 

and personally. They are epistemically transformative in that we learn a new kind of 

 
10 I use “the experience of becoming (a vampire)” and “the experience of being (a 
vampire)” interchangeably because both terms are potentially misleading. “Becoming” 
might refer specifically to the active transformational process between a human and a 
vampire. This process does not involve any experience of being a vampire but 
experiences like growing vampire teeth, changing physical capacities, and developing a 
taste for blood. This process itself is indeed transformative. However, I believe what Paul 
refers to as a “transformative experience” is not this active process, but the outcome of 
the transformation, which is being a vampire. Similarly, “becoming a parent” does not 
merely refer to a transitional period, but to the outcome of being a parent. Although I 
prefer to use “being” instead of “becoming,” “being” may also be imprecise. “Being a 
vampire” can only be transformative if one has not always been a vampire. Also, being a 
vampire might not be continuously transformative once one gets used to being one. So 
“becoming” captures the radical change that is necessary for an experience to be 
transformative. 
11 Being a night owl can be informative, but not informative enough to understand a life 
that must avoid sunshine for survival. 
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experience that we could not have grasped without undergoing it ourselves. We acquire 

the abilities to imagine, recognize, and cognitively model possible future experiences of 

that kind. The epistemic transformation is local, emphasizing learning a specific 

experience. In contrast, personal transformation “changes you in some deep and 

personally fundamental way, for example, by changing your core personal preferences or 

by changing the way you understand your desires and the kind of person you take 

yourself to be” (2015, 761). Regarding personal transformation, Paul concentrates on the 

changes in personal preferences and personal narrative because she focuses on decision-

making. These changes generate difficulties for making rational decisions involving 

transformative experience because we do not have epistemic access to our future 

subjective preferences. 

The insights from Paul’s discussion of personal transformation go beyond her 

own focus on decision-making, and her examples of radical transformation. Let me 

depart from Paul and expand her insights by drawing our attention to more basic personal 

changes brought about by transformative experiences.12 Transformative experiences 

change how we engage in everyday activities by changing how we perceive, feel, think, 

judge, and act. For example, new parents pay constant attention to their children rather 

than themselves; they see sharp corners in house as safety hazards rather than the stylish 

edges of their furniture; they feel anxious when leaving the children out of sight for too 

long; and they make career and other life decisions taking into consideration the interests 

of their children. Due to these changes, parents develop different values and preferences. 

 
12 I call these changes “basic” because they may explain our changes in personal 
preferences and narrative. 
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They might develop a new relationship with their own parents because they understand 

their parents more due to the first-personal perspective they newly acquire. This new way 

of living is not simply a result of adding new experiences to the old ones. Instead, the 

personal transformation is more expansive and holistic. Due to the transformative 

experience of being a parent, one acquires a new form of life by perceiving, feeling, 

thinking, judging, and acting differently. 

Paul’s examples involved mainly radical changes, such as becoming a vampire or 

becoming a parent. The examples presuppose changes between states that are binary: one 

is either a human or a vampire; one is either a parent or not a parent. The radical nature of 

these examples may raise a concern that Paul’s discussion cannot apply to experiences 

that come in degrees, such as the development of practical skill or virtue. The concern 

can be stated as follows: In the process of skill development, even if there is one point 

that counts as transformative, such as the transition from being unable to play the piano to 

being able to play the piano, other parts of the development is not transformative in a 

radical sense. Instead, one just becomes better at playing the piano. The development is 

no longer transformative.    

This concern focuses on two successive stages in one’s virtue development. The 

experience that makes us slightly more virtuous is surely not radically transformative. 

However, we can readily apply Paul’s insights by clarifying two issues. First, we should 

recognize that being a vampire or being a parent is not constituted by a single experience. 

Rather, these states are constituted by many experiences. After becoming a vampire, one 

must still drink blood, live without sunlight, and deal with the boredom that comes with 

immortality in order to know what it is like to be a vampire. In other words, it is not the 
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case that one particular experience can transform us completely, making us understand 

what it is like to be a vampire or a parent. The transformation is always a process that 

involves multiple “transformative experiences,” some of which may be radical. 

Second, even if the process forms a smooth curve, in the sense that no two 

successive stages are radically different, this does not imply that any two non-successive 

stages are not radically different. To appreciate Paul’s insights and the transformative 

nature of a virtue disposition, all we need is the recognition that the accumulation of non-

transformative experiences can lead to two radically different stages. This insight is 

confirmed by our mundane intuition: we change a tiny bit every day, and the change from 

yesterday to today is not radical at all; yet the change from ten years ago (or any 

threshold one prefers) to today can be radical. In order to understand what it will be like 

to be you in ten years, you must accumulate a series of new experiences, which taken 

together count as radically transformative. 

Being virtuous, like being a vampire or being a parent, is a transformative 

experience. There is something one cannot know about being at a particular stage of 

virtue unless one acquires the first-person experiences associated with that stage. For 

example, while driving and coming across a houseless individual seeking assistance at an 

intersection, a generous and compassionate person will perceive the individual’s need and 

empathize with his situation. Moved by compassion, she will catch the individual’s 

attention and offer him a five-dollar bill, which she keeps in her wallet for such 

occasions. She will give the money in a respectful and warm manner. 

In contrast, a less virtuous person will believe that the homeless individual 

deserves her predicament, perceiving her as lazy and opting to beg rather than work. He 
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may regard the message on the cardboard sign as a deceitful ploy to exploit sympathy. 

Additionally, the sight of the homeless person looking through the car window makes her 

uncomfortable. The less virtuous person cannot understand the virtuous person’s reaction 

to the situation because they experience the situation differently. Being virtuous is a 

transformative experience that the less virtuous person lacks. Due to the different 

experiences, the virtuous and less virtuous persons also understand what counts as being 

virtuous differently. The less virtuous person might find himself virtuous and find the 

more virtuous person’s life undesirable or pretentious.  

Understanding virtue as a personally transformative experience allows us to grasp 

Annas’s point that virtue is “a deep feature of the person,” “a disposition which is central 

to the person, to whom he or she is,” and “a disposition which expresses itself in acting, 

reasoning, and feeling in certain ways” (2011, 9).” Virtue is not just something about us, 

but something of us. It is the disposition that determines how we perceive, feel, think, 

judge and act. More particularly, it determines how we interpret what “virtue” is. There is 

no universal observer of virtue who is not situated within their own virtue disposition. 

Everyone understands virtue qua their virtue, and we do not have the ability to switch this 

disposition off. We do not possess virtue as possessing some external objects; instead, we 

are always situated within our virtue.13As Annas correctly points out, rather than our 

 
13 “We are situated within our virtue” does not imply that our virtue cannot be influenced 
by others. In fact, learning from others is one of the most important ways to become more 
virtuous. It only implies that we must interpret others through our own virtue. In other 
words, it rejects the idea that one can be an objective observer from, so to speak, the 
viewpoint of the universe.  

One may also worry that if we are situated within our virtue, then sudden radical 
transformation may be impossible. However, it seems possible that a vicious person may 
be radically transformed by another's compassion. I believe this kind of radical 
transformation is indeed possible. The claim that "we are situated within our virtue" does 
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actions express virtue, “virtue expresses itself in acting, reasoning, and feeling in certain 

ways” (ibid.). Our understanding of virtue is part of our virtue’s expression of itself. In 

order to acquire a new understanding of virtue, we need to acquire a new disposition.     

2.3 The Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development 

Understanding virtue as a developmental disposition prepares us to explore a 

central implication of this approach, which I call the “Epistemic Priority of Virtue 

Development.” The label serves as a dialectic contrast to the mainstream approaches, 

which tend to prioritize the study of virtue as opposed to the study of virtue development. 

The philosophical literature reflects this imbalance: significantly more attention is 

devoted to articulating what virtues are than to explaining how they come to be. This 

discrepancy becomes even more pronounced when one broadens the scope from virtue 

ethics to moral philosophy more generally. Daniel Russell comments that “it is curious 

that many of us philosophers who talk about what the virtues are so rarely stop to 

consider how the virtues come to be (2015, 17).” His remark is largely accurate. The 

Routledge Companion to Virtue Ethics, The Oxford Handbook of Virtue, and The 

Cambridge Companions to Philosophy do not include an entry on virtue development. 

Aristotle’s discussion on virtue development gains almost no attention in The Cambridge 

Companion to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, and in the entries on Aristotle’s ethics in 

Standard Encyclopedia of Philosophy and in Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Only 

recently has Nancy Snow summoned an anthology to bridge a gap in literature she 

 
not eliminate this possibility; it only implies that some are open to such transformation 
while others are not. The reason for this difference lies in their own virtue. 
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observes: “Despite the rising interest in virtue, however, little attention has been paid to 

the question of how virtue is developed” (2015, 1).  

Jeffery Moriarty offers a representative explanation for the disproportionate 

attention given to morality rather than its development. In his very recent introductory 

book on business ethics, Moriarty explains why he focuses almost exclusively on 

questions concerning what the right action is, as opposed to questions concerning how we 

can get people to do the right thing. He starts with a clear division of labor:  

The first type of question is a question in normative ethics. It is answered 
primarily by philosophers and others who think about the normative 
dimensions of human behavior (what should be done). The second type of 
question is a question in descriptive ethics. It is answered by psychologists, 
sociologists, and others who think about the causes and effects of human 
behavior (what is done) (2022, 13) 
 

Moriarty regards his work as “in philosophy, not psychology or sociology” (2022,14). 

This division of labor is a common practice in contemporary moral philosophy. 

Questions concerning moral development are often outsourced to various scientific 

disciplines on the assumption that they are purely empirical matters. Moral philosophers, 

by contrast, are thought to be responsible for normative questions that involve a 

substantial non-empirical component. Moreover, in this division of labor, moral 

philosophers will set the end for the scientists, whose job is to identify the means for 

realizing those ends. The epistemic priority of virtue development, as we will see, 

suggests an alternative picture.          

Although Moriarty chooses to focus exclusively on normative ethics, he 

underscores that he is not “downplaying the importance of descriptive business ethics.” 

He thinks doing so “would of course be ridiculous,” and “it is a vital matter to discover 

what caused these individuals to do what they did and how a repeat of their actions can 
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be prevented” (2022,14). He offers two explanations for this choice of focus. The first is 

that doing both within a single book is unmanageable. The second, which I want to 

emphasize, is that: 

[N]ormative issues in business ethics are no less important–and may in fact 
be more important–than descriptive ones. Before it makes sense to discuss 
why people do the wrong thing in business, or how to get them to do the 
right thing, first we must figure out what the wrong and right things are. 
That is, the study of normative business ethics is, in this sense, more 
fundamental than the study of descriptive business ethics. We have to figure 
out what is right first and then we can begin to think about how to do right 
[my emphasis].  
     

This second explanation illustrates the priority Moriarty assigns to normative ethics.14 He 

maintains that we need to know what is right before knowing how to do the right thing.  

Although Moriarty’s reason is intuitively appealing, the goal for this section is to 

challenge this intuition by suggesting that descriptive ethics is more fundamental than 

normative ethics. Let me formulate Moriarty’s thesis as: 

The Epistemic Priority of Virtue (EPV): We must understand virtue before 
understanding virtue development.     
 

This thesis is “epistemic” because it concerns “the study of” or “the understanding of” 

virtue and virtue development.15 There is a sense of “priority” because we must 

understand one before the other. The thesis I want to defend can be formulated as a direct 

contrast to EPV:     

The Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development (EPVD): We must 
understand virtue development before understanding virtue.    
 

 
14 Moriarity’s discussion does not rely on anything particular to business ethics, so I 
generalize his claim by applying it to ethics.  
15 Moriarty uses the phrase “the study of…”. Since we study normative ethics and 
descriptive ethics to understand them, I will use “the understanding of” interchangeably 
with “the study of.” The latter focuses on the process, while the former focuses on the 
result.  
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I seek to reverse the conventional priority assigned to virtue over virtue development. At 

the moment, “understanding virtue” and “understanding virtue development” remain 

ambiguous. A major part of my defense is indeed clarifying the meaning of those 

“understandings,” examining the ambiguities they contain, and revealing the assumptions 

behind each thesis. I will show that each thesis corresponds to a particular approach to 

virtue, and that EPVD corresponds to the developmental approach. Once these 

ambiguities and assumptions are made explicit, EPVD will appear nearly self-evident.    

2.3.1 “Understanding Virtue” and “Understanding Virtue Development” 

At the most general and abstract level, “understanding virtue” refers to 

understanding what kind of thing virtue is, or virtue’s ontological status. For example, 

when asked what virtue is, Socrates would answer that virtue is a form of scientific 

knowledge, whereas Aristotle would answer that virtue is a disposition. Socrates and 

Aristotle both offer a metaphysical account of what virtue is, though they are different. In 

this respect, both Socrates and Aristotle understand the ontological status of virtue.16 

Outside of explicitly metaphysical debates, however, the phrase “understanding virtue” is 

rarely used to mean understanding virtue’s ontological status.   

A more substantive sense of “understanding virtue” can be illustrated by the 

following exchange:   

 Ava: Do you understand the Pythagorean Theorem? 
 Bo: Yes, I can prove it in many ways.  
 Ava: I do not understand that theorem. Could you teach me how to prove it? 
 Bo: I would be happy to. 
 

 
16 The Oxford Handbook of Virtue (2018) includes three articles on the metaphysical 
status of virtue: “Virtue as a Trait,” “Virtue as a Sensitivity,” and “Virtue as a Skill.”  
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Ava and Bo agree on the ontological status of the Pythagorean Theorem: they implicitly 

take it to be a form of mathematic knowledge. Yet Bo understands the theorem in a way 

that Ava does not—namely, he knows how to prove it. Understanding how to prove the 

Pythagorean Theorem is more substantive than merely grasping its ontological status. 

Similarly, two people may agree that virtue is scientific knowledge (or a disposition) 

while only one of them understands virtue in a substantive sense. What counts as such a 

substantive understanding of X depends on what X is taken to be. Understanding a 

theorem like the Pythagorean Theorem requires the ability to provide a mathematical 

proof, whereas understanding a skill such as swimming requires no proof at all, but rather 

the ability to move and remain afloat in water. 

What a substantive understanding of virtue amounts to depends on what we take 

virtue to be. Aristotle’s critique of Socrates in the Eudemian Ethics reveals this 

dependency by contrasting two distinct approaches. The first is Socratic, which Aristotle 

characterizes as follows:    

Now Socrates the elder thought the knowledge of virtue to be [the] end, and 
used to inquire what justice is, and courage, and each of the parts of virtue. 
Indeed, he did this quite reasonably. For he thought all of the virtues to be 
sorts of scientific knowledge, so that both knowing justice and being just 
would occur at the same time; for at the same time as we have learned 
geometry and housebuilding, we are actually housebuilders and geometers. 
That is why he used to inquire about what virtue is, but not how it comes 
about or from what sources. (1216b2-10) 17 
 

 
17 Translation comes from C. D. C. Reeve. There is an exegesis question of whether 
Socrates holds the view attributed to him by Aristotle. In Meno and in On Virtue, 
Socrates refutes the idea that virtue is knowledge and conclude that virtue is right 
opinion. Nicholas D. Smith (2022) argues that Socrates takes virtue to be a craft. I do not 
intend to engage in the exegesis here. My goal is to explore the account that takes virtue 
to be scientific knowledge. Socrates discusses this account as a hypothesis, but I simply 
attribute this account to him for the sake of convenience.  
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According to Aristotle, Socrates takes virtue to be a form of scientific knowledge. To 

know virtue, on this view, is to know what makes a person virtuous. More specifically, it 

involves knowing the necessary and sufficient conditions for being virtuous. In order to 

acquire this knowledge, Socrates engages in philosophical dialogues with individuals 

who are regarded as virtuous. Contemporary moral philosophy bears a notable 

resemblance to Socrates’s approach.  

Aristotle does not take virtue to be scientific knowledge. Instead, he takes it to be 

a practical skill. On the Socratic view, where virtue is treated as scientific knowledge, 

“understanding virtue” amounts to a form of theoretical understanding. By contrast, if 

virtue is conceived as a practical skill, then “understanding virtue” refers to a kind of 

practical understanding, one that belongs to the same category as understanding how to 

play the piano. I align myself with Aristotle on this issue, though some care is required to 

clarify the distinction between theoretical and practical understanding that I have in mind. 

One may interpret the theoretical and practical distinction in a similar way to the 

knowledge-that and knowledge-how distinction. Yet, I use them differently. 

“Knowledge-that” is the knowledge about the truth of certain propositions like 

“Washington D.C. is the capital of the U.S.A.” or “One is just only if they find justice 

intrinsically rewarding.” “Knowledge-how” is the knowledge that enables us to perform 

skills like riding a bike, building, and playing the piano. According to the distinction, 

Socrates’s view treats knowledge of virtue as knowledge-that, which is constituted by a 

set of propositions that address what makes a person virtuous. Knowing all those 

propositions makes the knower virtuous, which is the end of virtue.  



 

 34 

One might object that no serious philosopher holds that being virtuous consists 

merely in knowing a set of propositions. On this view, Aristotle’s criticism of Socrates 

may appear to be a strawman that warrants little attention. I suggest, however, that the 

force of Aristotle’s critique becomes evident once we move beyond the familiar 

distinction between knowledge-that and knowledge-how and instead adopt a distinction 

between theoretical and practical understanding. On this latter distinction, Socrates’ 

knowledge of virtue is theoretical, even though it is not merely knowledge-that. It is not 

confined to the ability to memorize and report propositions about virtue; it also includes 

the ability to explain and defend those propositions, in a manner analogous to the 

mathematical ability to prove the Pythagorean Theorem. This ability to explain and 

defend philosophical propositions is itself a form of knowledge-how, one cultivated 

through philosophical training in logic and the evaluation and construction of arguments. 

For Socrates, then, knowledge of virtue consists in the ability to engage competently in 

what we might call “theoretical moral philosophy.” 

Aristotle finds this “theoretical moral philosophy” problematic, for he takes virtue 

to be something fundamentally different from scientific knowledge. If the subject matter 

is metaphysics rather than morality, theoretical activity poses no difficulty for Aristotle, 

since metaphysics is itself a form of scientific knowledge, and “theoretical metaphysics” 

is the appropriate mode of inquiry for acquiring it. However, for Aristotle, inquiry of 

virtue is not a theoretical activity but a practical activity. Accordingly, to understand 

virtue is to possess the ability to act virtuously. The familiar distinction between 

knowledge-that and knowledge-how is inadequate for distinguishing these two kinds of 

activity, since both theoretical and practical activities involve elements of each. For 



 

 35 

example, the ability to defend a theory of virtue requires knowing how to formalize and 

evaluate arguments, while the ability to act virtuously requires knowing propositions such 

as “being courageous involves some assessment of the risks associated with one’s 

actions.” Therefore, the crucial difference between the two kinds of activity lies instead 

in the types of bundles of knowledge-how and knowledge-that involved in each activity. 

Theoretical activity requires a theoretical knowledge bundle, whereas practical activity 

requires a practical knowledge bundle. 

This distinction has been compellingly articulated and examined by Stuart 

Hampshire. He introduces it through a contrast between the roles of an artist and an art 

critic. The artist’s aim is to produce a work of art, whereas the art critic’s aim is to 

evaluate its aesthetic value. These two activities require different sets of skills. An artist 

must master techniques and tools for artistic creation, while an art critic must develop the 

capacity to analyze artworks and to defend aesthetic judgments by appeal to relevant 

theories. Although there may be some overlap between these skill sets, few would 

conflate the two roles. Artist and art critic are simply different kinds of occupation one 

may undertake. As Hampshire aptly remarks, “the artist’s problem is not the critic’s 

problem” (1949, 468). 

Hampshire argues that a parallel distinction applies to virtue. Just as the artist and 

the art critic occupy different practical roles, so too do the virtuous person and the virtue 

critic. The virtuous person’s problem is how to become a good person, whereas the virtue 

critic’s problem is how to analyze, articulate, and defend judgments about what makes a 

person virtuous. Hampshire observes that post-Kantian professional moral philosophers 

are largely engaged in the latter activity of virtue critic.  
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My personal experience as a student of ethics corroborates Hampshire’s 

observation. Having studied ethics for many years, I constantly find myself pondering: 

What have I learned from reading books on ethics, attending ethics courses and colloquia, 

and engaging in philosophical discussions about ethics?  I am able to explain and defend 

competing ethical theories, analyze the components of moral character, and apply 

philosophical reasoning to complex case studies in order to offer recommendations about 

what ought to be done. It seems that I have become a better moral philosopher. But it is 

unclear if any of those skills necessarily translates into becoming a better moral person.  

For this reason, I often find my education in ethics deeply unsatisfying. My 

interest in ethics has never been merely to become a more sophisticated moral critic, but 

to become a better person. In this respect, my formal education has offered comparatively 

little guidance. I believe this dissatisfaction stems in part from my engagement with 

ancient Greek and early Confucian ethics, in comparison with which contemporary moral 

philosophy often feels excessively theoretical. For Aristotle, knowledge of virtue is not 

theoretical, but practical. This is why he underscores that his lectures in Nicomachean 

Ethics are “not undertaken for the sake of theoretical knowledge, as our others are, for we 

are engaging in the investigation not in order to know what virtue is but in order to 

become good people, since otherwise there would be nothing of benefit in it” (NE, 

1103b25-27). 

Aristotle emphasizes the practical understanding of virtue in the Eudemian Ethics 

as well, with a particular stress on the importance of understanding virtue development: 

Nonetheless, where virtue is concerned, knowing what it is, is not the most 
estimable thing, but rather knowing what it comes from. For we do not wish 
to know what courage is, but rather to be courageous, nor to know what 
justice is, but rather to be just, just as we also wish to be healthy rather than 
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to know what health is, and to be in a good state rather than to know what 
it is to be in a good state.  (1216b20-25) 
 

It is clear from the passage that Aristotle finds understanding what virtue comes from, or 

how to become virtuous, particularly important. Yet the same ambiguity surrounding the 

notion of “understanding” arises here as well. What, exactly, does Aristotle mean by 

“understanding virtue development?” Is this understanding theoretical or practical? This 

question is more complicated than it might initially appear, since “understanding virtue 

development” can refer to different kinds of activity at different stages of moral 

development. I will return to this issue in the next section. For present purposes, however, 

I use “understanding virtue development” to denote the form of knowledge that enables 

one to engage in virtue development—much as “understanding how to become healthy” 

refers to the knowledge that allows a person to engage in activities that promote health.  

2.3.2 Defending EPVD 

Aristotle and Socrates (as portrayed by Aristotle) each offer a distinct approach to 

virtue and seek to show that their approach is more compelling. My aim here is not to 

adjudicate between them. Doing so would require a substantive evaluative comparison of 

the two views. Rather, my goal is to distinguish these approaches more clearly, so that we 

can better understand which one we have adopted. I believe most moral philosophers 

endorse Aristotle’s approach, in so far as becoming a virtuous person or helping others 

become virtuous persons (through the articulation of moral theories) is taken to be at least 

one aim of doing moral philosophy. The heavy emphasis on theoretical inquiry within the 

field seems to stem from two sources. First, there is a tendency to conflate theoretical and 

practical activities, a confusion that the previous section sought to clarify. Second, there 
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is an underlying assumption that theoretical understanding of virtue makes a significant 

contribution to practical understanding. This second issue concerns the relationship 

between theoretical and practical understanding of virtue. In what follows, I address this 

relationship through an examination of EPV and EPVD. Here is a reminder of them:  

The Epistemic Priority of Virtue (EPV): We must understand virtue before 
understanding virtue development.     
 
The Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development (EPVD): We must 
understand virtue development before understanding virtue.    

     
 Let us consider two models of virtue that support EPV. According to the first 

model, being virtuous consists in the ability to apply theoretical knowledge of virtue to 

concrete situations. Much of the field of applied ethics implicitly adopts this model. On 

this view, since being virtuous requires the application of theoretical knowledge, the 

acquisition of such knowledge must take place before its application. Consequently, one 

must understand virtue before understanding how to apply it. 

This model follows the Socratic approach. The ability to apply theoretical 

knowledge of virtue to particular situations is best understood as theoretical knowledge 

that is contextualized. Consider, for example, a business-ethics case study assigned to 

students. Doing applied ethics, students identify morally relevant features of the case and 

draw connections between those features and general moral principles they have learned. 

They apply these principles by evaluating and defending whether, and in what way, the 

principles bear on the case. Resolving a case study in the classroom is thought to be a 

good simulation of resolving a real-world business ethics problem. The only difference is 

that, in the classroom, the relevant information is provided in advance, whereas in real-

world contexts it must first be gathered. Once the relevant information is obtained, 
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however, the task is thought to proceed in essentially the same way: theoretical moral 

principles are applied to the case at hand. This close resemblance between “applied 

ethics” in the classroom and in practice reveals that, on this model, applied ethics is 

understood largely as a theoretical activity.  

Another model that supports EPV is what may be called the judgment-plus-

motivation model of virtue. Annas offers a compelling critique of this model, which she 

summarizes as one that “starts with an account of what it is to make virtuous judgments 

and then, separately, goes on to an account of how the person can be motivated to act 

according to these” (2011, 9-10). “An account of what it is to make virtuous judgment” 

includes the kind of contextual judgment discussed in the first model. The second model 

explicitly introduces motivation as an additional component that must be developed 

beyond theoretical understanding of virtue. It thus treats theoretical understanding and 

motivation as separable capacities, assuming that each can be cultivated independently. 

According to this model, one should learn the theories that are necessary for making good 

moral judgments first, and only thereafter should one turn to the task of developing the 

motivation to act in accordance with those judgments. 

Annas argues that this model fails to recognize the interwoven relationship 

between judgment and motivation:  

Our motivations to be fair, brave, and so on are not extra ingredients that 
have to be sought for after the account of virtuous judgments has been 
developed. We already start with motivations, and our dispositions are ways 
in which those motivations have been educated and developed. To ask how 
someone who thinks he should act bravely can then be motivated to be brave 
is a mistake. It is to forget that a brave person is not someone who has 
learned about bravery, decided that he should be brave, and then somehow 
found a motivation to follow up on this. He is someone whose existing 
character tendencies have been formed in such a way that he acts, reasons, 
and reacts bravely, rather than in some other way. (ibid.) 
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Annas’s rejection of the judgment-plus-motivation model follows naturally from her 

developmental approach to virtue. Indeed, once virtue is understood as a practical skill, 

EPVD becomes highly intuitive. The remainder of this section aims to bring out that 

intuitive force by elaborating on the following claims established earlier:   

(C1) Virtue is a disposition {to perceive, to feel, to think, to judge 
and to act} in an ethical situation. 

(C2) Understanding virtue is practical. 
(C3) Understanding virtue development enables one to engage in 

virtue development. 
(C4) Virtue is transformative.  

 
(C1) is our definition of virtue. This definition offers a model of virtue that 

contrasts with the judgment-plus-motivation model, for virtue is understood as a holistic 

disposition where perceiving, feeling, thinking, judging and acting are mutually 

integrated. On this view, there is no way to surgically alter one’s mode of judgment while 

leaving the rest of one’s virtue disposition unchanged. Likewise, there is no way to 

modify one’s motivation in isolation, since motivation is itself dependent on how one 

judges situations. 

(C1) and (C2) jointly imply that “understanding virtue” and “being virtuous” refer 

to the same state. Since virtue is a disposition, being virtuous simply consists in 

possessing that disposition. Moreover, because virtue is a particular kind of disposition—

namely, a practical skill—understanding virtue amounts to having that very disposition. 

Consider the skill of swimming, which can be formulated as a disposition {to perceive, to 

feel, to think, to judge and to act} in water. The following sentences are coreferential:  

Katie Ledecky is a swimmer.  
Katie Ledecky understands how to swim. 
Katie Ledecky understands swimming.  
Katie Ledecky possesses a disposition to swim. 
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By analogy, we can construct a set of coreferential sentences about virtue: 
 

Confucius is a virtuous person.  
Confucius understands how to be virtuous.  
Confucius understands virtue.  
Confucius possesses a disposition to be virtuous. 

 
One might nevertheless feel uneasy about equating “understanding virtue” with “being 

virtuous.” I suggest that this uneasiness stems from a deeply entrenched tendency to 

interpret “understanding virtue” as a form of theoretical understanding, while interpreting 

“being virtuous” as a form of practical understanding. However, once we recall, as 

emphasized in (C2), that understanding virtue is itself practical rather than theoretical, 

this uneasiness loses its force. “Understanding swimming” and “being a swimmer” are 

indeed equivalent. To be sure, there exists a theoretical understanding of swimming,18 

having which is not the same as “being a swimmer.” Importantly, however, almost no 

one would naturally interpret the phrase “understanding swimming” as referring to the 

theoretical knowledge. This observation reinforces the earlier point that what 

“understanding virtue” amounts to depends on what we take virtue to be, and many virtue 

ethicists continue, often implicitly, to treat virtue as something fundamentally theoretical. 

 If “understanding virtue” and “being virtuous” refer to the same thing, then we 

can restate EPVD as the following: 

The Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development (EPVD): We must 
understand virtue development before being virtuous. 
 

In addition, since virtue comes in degree, we can restate the thesis further as: 
 

The Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development (EPVD): We must 
understand virtue development before being more virtuous. 
 

 
18 Just search “how to swim” on Google.  
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We need to understand virtue development because, as stated in (C3), such understanding 

enables us to engage in the practices necessary for becoming more virtuous. At its core, 

EPVD maintains that we must engage in virtue development in order to become more 

virtuous. When stated in this way, the thesis appears almost self-evident: to become a 

more virtuous person, one must first engage in virtue development; to engage in virtue 

development, one must understand how to develop virtue. The point can be illustrated 

once again through the skill analogy: to become a better swimmer, one must first engage 

in swimming practice; to engage in swimming practice, one must understand how to 

practice swimming.         

Two challenges might be raised against EPVD. First, one might object that 

understanding how to become virtuous is not necessary. The requirement of 

understanding virtue development is overly intellectualized. Unlike learning to swim, 

which often depends on explicit instruction from a trainer, virtue cultivation requires no 

such guidance. It occurs naturally through interaction with the right people and within the 

right environment. Just as a child learns how to behave appropriately by engaging with 

family members and peers, a person may become virtuous by participating in virtue-

promoting social contexts. 

I do not reject the mode of virtue cultivation described by this objection. 

Nevertheless, it presents an incomplete picture. While virtue development may indeed 

occur in this largely reactive way at early stages, it seems implausible that one could 

continue to improve without some understanding of how improvement is achieved. For 

example, I often notice my own lack of patience when responding to my child’s 

fussiness, or my limited sympathy toward farmed animals when consuming meat 
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products. Once such shortcomings become salient, it is almost impossible to avoid asking 

how they might be overcome. There is no virtue trainer, but I can seek help from people 

who I regard as more patient and sympathetic.   

One might reply that even in such cases, improvement ultimately consists in 

further interaction with one’s environment, and that no substantive understanding of 

virtue development is required beyond this. I believe this reply understates the degree to 

which virtue cultivation must be proactive. Still, even if some individuals can become 

more virtuous with little explicit understanding of how to do so, others must possess such 

understanding in order to design and sustain environments that promote virtue. Ancient 

Greek and early Confucian thinkers devote significant attention to this task. To mention 

just a few examples: Plato’s central concern in the Laws is how legal institutions can be 

structured to help people cultivate virtue; Confucian thinkers likewise maintain that the 

rituals established by the sages are designed to guide virtue development. In addition, 

both traditions emphasize the importance of virtuous friends and virtuous political 

leaders, and both stress the formative roles of music, literature, and physical training in 

the cultivation of virtue. 

The first challenge to EPVD maintains that understanding virtue development is 

not needed for an individual to become virtuous, even though it does not deny the 

importance of virtue development itself. In this respect, I am content with the shared 

recognition that virtue development matters. Hopefully more research will aim to 

understand the nature and mechanisms of it. The second challenge to EPVD likewise 

acknowledges the importance of virtue development, but it assigns priority to theoretical 

understanding of virtue. According to this view, one must first possess a theoretical 
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understanding of what makes a person virtuous before engaging in virtue development, 

since such knowledge is thought to provide indispensable guidance for virtue cultivation. 

This objection overlooks the transformative nature of virtue suggested by (C4). 

As discussed in Section 2.3, although successive stages of virtue may not be 

transformative, it is always possible to identify two non-successive developmental stages 

that differ in a radical way. Let us label the less virtuous stage Vl and the more advanced 

stage Vm. The central implication of transformative experience is that no amount of 

theoretical knowledge can enable a person at Vl to understand what it is like to be at Vm. 

The experience of Vm cannot be fully captured theoretically. Even if it can be expressed 

theoretically, a person at Vl will be unable to interpret that theory accurately because she 

can only interpret the theory based on her current understanding of virtue at Vl, which is 

insufficient for her to appreciate Vm. Because of this interpretative limitation, theoretical 

knowledge of Vm cannot play the indispensable guiding role championed by proponents 

of EPV.   

 With these clarifications in place, we can summarize the argument for EPVD as 

follows: to understand virtue, one must acquire the virtuous disposition; to acquire the 

virtuous disposition, one must engage in appropriate practices; and to engage in such 

practices, one must understand how to practice. Therefore, understanding virtue 

development is epistemically prior to understanding virtue. 

I recognize the epistemic priority of virtue development, partially through my 

own struggle to understand virtue. A few years ago, my grandmother developed a serious 

depression that turned her into a very pessimistic person who constantly denied her own 

value and complained about things family members tried to do for her. She would say 
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that she was useless now and could not cook for anyone anymore; she would refuse to go 

to a park with my father because the ride was too long (even though the trip was quite 

normal before the depression). Since I stayed in America for most of the time, I could 

only help through talking to my father and my grandmother. I often told my father that he 

should stop comparing my grandmother with people who live in a less comfortable 

position (my father sometimes suggests that my grandmother should not be depressed 

because she is physically healthy and does not have any financial concern). Nevertheless, 

I understood how difficult it was to have a conversation with my grandmother, for she 

was a black hole that sucked all positive energy from anyone near her. At the peak of her 

depression, I had to take deep breaths and mentally prepare myself before calling her. 

Every time, I wanted to chat with her longer, but I also wanted to stop immediately. 

During that time, I often reflected on what to do. What is the right thing to do? 

What would a virtuous person do in this situation? It seemed that I might need to talk to 

her less so that I could keep myself positive enough to function well as a student, a 

husband, and a son. I constantly evaluated my own mental health and tried to balance it 

with talking to my grandmother. This constant calculation and deliberation revealed to 

me the limitation of my own compassion. I started to think: why can’t I become more 

compassionate and more capable of absorbing negative energy from my grandmother? At 

one point, I started to try to absorb more by talking to my grandmother more often and 

bring more positive energy to our conversation. Meanwhile, I also encouraged my father 

to do the same. Things gradually improved over a course of two years. My grandmother 

agreed to take antidepressant medicine and slowly regained the ability to get out of the 

house and talk to the neighbors. 
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I learned from this experience that what I judge to be the right action, or the 

compassionate action, depends on my own compassion. My increasing ability to endure 

and absorb my grandmother’s negative energy changed my perception and understanding 

of the situation. She stopped being a black hole, but someone whose negative energy 

could be gradually replaced by positive one. Moreover, I also see the power of 

compassion, which generates appreciation and aspiration to become more compassionate. 

How can I become more compassionate? This is the question that takes priority over the 

theoretical investigation of what compassion is. 

 Does anything substantive follow from the seemingly self-evidence of EPVD? I 

believe there is at least one important lesson for moral philosophers. The developmental 

approach to virtue implies that knowledge of virtue is situated: one’s understanding of 

virtue depends on how virtuous one is. Any account of virtue a moral philosopher 

advances inevitably reflects their own stage of virtue development. Consequently, before 

asking “What is virtue?” one must also ask, “How virtuous am I?” 

This conclusion would not be surprising to thinkers within the ancient virtue 

traditions. Plato insists that one must learn what justice is from a just person, and 

Confucius rhetorically asks, “Is it not too heavy a burden for a scholar to take the 

realization of benevolence as his task?” By contrast, the division of labor and the 

prioritization of theoretical understanding characteristic of contemporary moral 

philosophy suggest that virtue can be studied independent of one’s own moral character, 

suggesting that virtue is still widely treated as a form of theoretical knowledge rather than 

a practical one. 
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2.4 Alternative Approaches to Virtue Development  

In the beginning of the chapter, I suggest two reasons for the neglect of Annas’s 

developmental approach to virtue. One is the counterintuitive thesis implied by this 

approach that “we do not have an adequate account of a virtue until we have an account 

of how it is taught and learned” (2011, 21 & 163).” I hope that the preceding discussion 

has rendered this thesis more intuitive. The second reason is the apparent resemblance 

between the developmental approach to virtue, the developmental psychology of virtue, 

and virtue developmentalism. This resemblance may lead many to conflate these 

approaches, thereby overlooking their important differences. In what follows, I 

distinguish the developmental approach to virtue (hereafter labeled as “my approach”) 

from both developmental psychology of virtue and virtue developmentalism. 

2.4.1 Developmental Psychology of Virtue  

Developmental psychology investigates human growth and development across 

the lifespan, and the developmental psychology of virtue focuses specifically on how 

virtues are acquired and cultivated. Until roughly two decades ago, however, there was 

little work that could properly be described as a developmental psychology of virtue. The 

field was instead dominated by Kohlbergian and neo-Kohlbergian approaches, which 

focus on the development of cognitive capacities like moral reasoning and moral 

judgment based on a Kantian moral framework. 19 According to this framework, the fully 

 
19 See two content analyses (Lee, 2022; Lee & Taylor, 2013) of the Journal of Moral 
Education. For a thorough discussion of the development of Western developmental 
psychology, see John C. Gibbs’ (2014) Moral Development & Reality: Beyond the 
Theories of Kohlberg, Hoffman, and Haidt. For a good introduction to the developmental 
psychology of morality in the Western and non-Western traditions, see Part 1 and Part 2 
of Owen Flanagan’s (2019) The Geography of Morals.  
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developed moral judgments are based on objective and universal principles such as 

justice and fairness, whereas the less developed moral judgments are based on feelings, 

personal preferences, or social conventions. Kohlberg’s reliance on a Kantian framework 

and excessive emphasis on cognitive development is challenged by thinkers who 

underscore the affective component of morality and its development. Martin Hoffman’s 

systematic study of empathy and John Haidt’s study of foundational moral intuitions are 

influential examples of post-Kohlbergian developmental psychology of morality. Due to 

the recent interest in virtue ethics, developmental psychology is starting to study virtue 

development. 

 My approach shares many similar interests with developmental psychology of 

virtue. They both aim to understand how virtue is developed and how we can develop it 

better. However, they differ in three important aspects. First, while my account aligns 

with EPVD, developmental psychology of virtue aligns with EPV.  Developmental 

psychologists must adopt an account of virtue before studying how to develop it, for 

without a clear understanding of virtue, they cannot design studies to measure and 

evaluate virtue development. They often adopt an account of virtue from their favorite 

philosophers, and then empirically test the effectiveness of different models of virtue 

development based on the chosen account.      

Second, whereas my approach understands virtue primarily in terms of subjective 

experience, the developmental psychology of virtue tends to treat virtue more as an object 

of scientific knowledge. This difference largely arises from methodological constraints: 

in order to study virtue empirically, psychologists must operationalize it, transforming an 

abstract concept into observable and measurable constructs. For example, Blaine J. 
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Fowers (2014) identifies six common elements of virtues: (i) virtues are enacted for the 

sake of some good; (ii) virtues must show up in observable activities; (iii) virtues must be 

accompanied by emotions that are congruent with activity; (iv) virtues are consistent over 

time; (v) virtues involve knowledge-how; (vi) virtue involves practical wisdom.  Among 

these elements, (ii), (iv) and (vi) can be captured relatively easily by observing 

individuals’ behaviors, since behaviors reflect their degree of knowledge-how and 

practical wisdom. Element (iii) can also be captured relatively easily through individuals’ 

self-reports on well-established emotion questionnaires and scales.  

Yet, some elements of virtue are difficult to operationalize and measure, and a 

major problem of operationalization is that it skews our attention of virtue towards the 

more easily measurable aspects of virtue. For instance, developmental psychologists 

often overlook (iv), the consistency of virtue, because collecting data over time across 

various similar situations is difficult. This practical difficulty can be overcome with more 

complex experimental design and greater human resources, such as experience sampling 

assessment that involves many samples of behaviors over many days. However, the 

challenge to operationalize elements like (i) goes beyond practical difficulty. According 

to Fowers, (i) requires a virtuous person to act for the sake of good, which is measured 

with subjects’ self-reported goals when performing virtuous action. However, this sense 

of “good” fails to capture the thick notions of “good” proposed by Aristotle and 

Confucius, which are kalon and dao respectively. If virtue is understood as a practical 

skill, it becomes clear that while grasping kalon or dao is already demanding, articulating 

such understanding in propositional terms is even more difficult. These notions are not 

merely theoretical objects but forms of first-person practical understanding. 



 

 50 

Consequently, it is exceedingly difficult for developmental psychologists to determine 

whether an individual is acting for the sake of kalon or dao solely by observing behavior 

or relying on self-reports.  

Third, developmental psychology focuses almost exclusively on children and 

adolescents, whereas my approach places greater emphasis on adults. At least two 

reasons underlie this difference in focus. First, developmental psychology assigns 

significant importance to identifying the origins of virtue. Psychologists aim to uncover 

the moral foundations in childhood that later develop into more sophisticated moral 

capacities in adulthood. Depending on the theoretical framework, these foundations may 

include children’s tendencies to help others, their ability to distinguish and follow 

conventional versus moral rules, or their basic senses of shame and guilt. A closely 

related reason is that moral development in childhood precedes moral development in 

adulthood, providing the groundwork upon which later development builds. If the aim is 

to understand how individuals become better persons, then studying moral development 

in children is indeed crucial.  

I agree with developmental psychology on the importance of understanding virtue 

development in children. However, my approach places greater emphasis on virtue 

development in adults because the stages of virtue development are not necessarily tied to 

specific age groups. Some children can be more virtuous than many adults, and some 

adults may be strikingly immature in terms of virtue development. This emphasis on 

adults also reflects the recognition of the considerable plasticity of virtue in adulthood. 

My approach takes adulthood as the starting point, with the belief that many adults are 

virtue novices who have great potential to become more virtuous.  Although some of 
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them might begin with bad conditions for virtue development due to their childhood 

experiences, my approach takes the plasticity of virtue seriously, believing that although 

an undesirable childhood can make virtue development in adulthood difficult, the 

childhood does not determine the potential of an adult’s virtue development. As a result, 

although my approach cares about the development of children because it wants everyone 

to have a decent starting point, it pays more attention to adults. 

2.4.2 Virtue Developmentalism  

Christine Swanton (2016) claims that Richard Kraut introduces the term 

“developmentalism.” According to Kraut (2007), developmentalism is a theory of well-

being, or a theory of what is good for human beings. The central thesis for 

developmentalism is that “when we consider the good of any living thing [flourishing], 

we should look to the process of growth and development that best suits things of its 

kind” (136 footnote4). Swanton applies Kraut’s developmentalism to virtue ethics, 

arguing that  

adequate conceptions of virtue are constrained by findings in developmental 
psychological theories that investigate the good of humans in the 
aforementioned developmentalist sense. In Developmental virtue ethics this 
is not just recognized in an abstract manner; rather, such findings inform 
one’s very conception of virtue in a substantive way (117).  
  

For Swanton, unlike developmental psychology, which adopts philosophical accounts of 

virtue, developmentalism defines its account of virtue based on developmental 

psychological findings. To put it differently, while developmental psychology of virtue is 

an empirical study of the development of virtue, which is a normative concept taken from 

virtue ethicists, developmentalism is a normative study of virtue, which relies on 

developmental psychology to justify its normative conception of virtue. 
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My approach and virtue developmentalism share the commitment to 

understanding virtue development. This commitment differentiates both approaches from 

non-developmental understanding that focuses solely on mature virtue or virtue 

exemplars. Nevertheless, they treat the function of understanding virtue development 

differently. Developmentalism utilizes the empirical studies of virtue development to 

establish a theoretical account of virtue. For example, observing the natural development 

of various virtues at different stages of life, Swanton articulates different versions of 

virtues. She argues that “what counts as excellent responsiveness in the fields of patience, 

loyalty, obedience to authoritative instructions, for example, will differ according to 

whether we are speaking of the patience, loyalty, or obedience of a child or an adult” 

(2016, 121). According to Swanton, a child has acquired the virtue of patience if she 

“learned not to interrupt adult conversation. She has learned not to whine and throw 

tantrums if she cannot immediately get her own way; she has learned to wait” (ibid., 

125). We would not regard an adult doing so as patient, for it is expected for any adult to 

do so. An adult’s version of patience is more demanding. In addition to different versions 

of virtues, Swanton identifies certain virtues that are reserved for a particular stage of life. 

She claims that life-playfulness is a virtue for adults but a vice for children (ibid.).  

Despite establishing various virtues in children and adults, Swanton only provides 

us a theoretical understanding of those virtues, without telling us how to acquire and 

cultivate them. According to my approach, Swanton’s account of virtues is deemed 

inadequate because it remains theoretical instead of practical. Swanton believes that 

theoretical understanding of virtue development directly contributes to our understanding 

of virtue because knowledge of virtue development is intertwined with knowledge of 
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virtue. Yet, my approach takes virtue to be practical knowledge. It treats the 

understanding of virtue development as the practical means through which one can 

understand and acquire virtue. The ultimate goal of studying virtue development is not to 

construct an account of virtue directly, but rather to enable us to undertake the path of 

virtue development to understand virtue ourselves. My approach presents a challenge to 

developmentalism by suggesting that a purely theoretical study of virtue development 

cannot provide us with a practical understanding of virtue. We can only understand virtue 

through the process of virtue development itself. 

 



 

 54 

3. Aristotle on Virtue Development  

In Chapter 2, I lay out the developmental approach to virtue, which takes virtue to 

be a dynamic, infinitely improvable, and transformative disposition similar to practical 

skill. The developmental approach contrasts with the mainstream approach because the 

former takes virtue to be practical knowledge, whereas the latter takes virtue to be 

theoretical knowledge. These different treatments of virtue set up the contrast between 

“The Epistemic Priority of Virtue” and “The Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development.” 

The mainstream approach maintains that we should study and understand what virtue is 

before studying and understanding how to become virtuous, whereas the developmental 

approach suggests that we should study and understand how to become virtuous before 

studying and understanding what virtue is. According to the developmental approach, 

knowledge of virtue is situated knowledge in the sense that how virtuous we are would 

affect our understanding of what virtue is. Therefore, as Julia Annas nicely puts it, “we 

do not have an adequate account of a virtue until we have an account of how it is taught 

and learned” (2011, 21). 

The discussion in the previous chapter has been carried out at a general and 

abstract level. It is not situated in any virtue tradition, and it does not offer a specific 

account of virtue development. The present chapter aims to make the abstract more 

concrete by providing an interpretation of Aristotle’s virtue ethics according to the 

developmental approach. While the central task of the chapter is to reconstruct Aristotle’s 

key insights on virtue development, I will start by exploring a few general issues related 

to interpreting Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Following Aristotle’s own style, I 

proceed by addressing a few puzzles that are key to understanding Aristotle’s ethics. 
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Some of them have been raised by Aristotle himself while others by contemporary 

scholars. Since I intend to reconstruct Aristotle’s account of virtue development in the 

Ethics, the first puzzle I address is whether the Ethics includes explicit discussion of 

virtue development at all. Affirming that the Ethics can indeed be interpreted as including 

explicit discussion of virtue development, I turn to the second puzzle on how someone 

can benefit from reading it. The last set of puzzles focuses on Aristotle’s account of 

virtue development. It addresses the apparently paradoxical process suggested by 

Aristotle known as “becoming virtuous by doing virtuous actions.” I aim to show that a 

better understanding of “good practice” and the relationship between the virtues of 

character and the virtues of thought can help resolve the puzzle and bring out Aristotle’s 

insights on virtue and virtue development.   

3.1 Puzzle 1: Does the Ethics contain an account of virtue development? 

In the previous chapter, I suggest that virtue development has been peripheral in 

contemporary virtue ethics. The same lack of attention appears in scholarship on 

Aristotle’s ethics. Aristotle’s discussion of virtue development receives little attention in 

The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and in the entries on 

Aristotle’s ethics in the Standard Encyclopedia of Philosophy and the Internet 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy. One reason for this lack of attention is disagreement over 

whether the Ethics contains an explicit account of virtue development at all.  

Despite the well-known passage stating that “we are engaging in the investigation 

not in order to know what virtue is but in order to become good people,” some scholars 

maintain that the Ethics concerns what virtue is, not how it is developed. Citing this 

passage, Howard Curzer argues that Aristotle fails to achieve his aim because he “says 
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rather little about how to acquire virtue” and his sparse recommendations on virtue 

development “are not very good” (2018; 1996). Others disagree. Dorothea Frede (2015, 

23), for example, contends that Aristotle offers a remarkably substantive discussion of 

how virtues of character are acquired, addressing questions such as: How does education 

work? Who are the educators? Where do their standards come from?1    

 Whether we think Aristotle discusses virtue development or not depends on our 

interpretations, which are in part affected by how we approach moral philosophy. 

Curzer’s interpretation reflects his commitment to a sharp division of labor between 

moral philosophers and social scientists. He argues that knowledge about virtue 

development is analogous to knowledge about treating a disease. On his view, virtue 

ethicists’ only task is “to create a fine-grained list of character flaws” that is analogous to 

a list of a disease’s symptoms (2018, 24). Tasks that are related to virtue development, 

including identifying flawed disposition clusters, uncovering their causes, and finding 

strategies for prevention and correction, fall to psychologists and sociologists (ibid.). 

Given this division of labor, it is unsurprising that Curzer reads the Ethics as primarily 

providing a list of character flaws. With this reading, Curzer criticizes Aristotle, claiming 

that his “actual recommendations about virtue development conflict with central 

components of his ethical theory” (1996, 139). In addition, Curzer believes that we can 

reconstruct “a rich and reasonable implicit account of moral development” based on 

Aristotle’s ethical theory (2012, 13).  

 
 
1 Other philosophers who take Aristotle’s discussion of virtue development to be salient 
include M. F. Burnyeat (1980), Daniel Russell (2015), and Julia Annas (2011).  
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Kristján Kristjánsson likewise holds that Aristotle says little about virtue 

development, especially regarding practical issues such as “how, precisely, habituated 

reason can (psychologically) be made to develop into critical reason” (2006, 114). 

Accepting the same division of labor, Kristjánsson admits that “addressing the relevant 

practicalities would require a shift from moral philosophy to empirical science” (ibid.). 

However, he finds the omission puzzling because “Aristotle was also an empirical 

scientist” (ibid). He proposes two explanations. One is that Aristotle “did not consider 

himself expert enough on the didactics of moral upbringings to write a manual for it,” and 

the other is that “his work on moral didactics has been lost” (2006, 114). 

 I suggest that Aristotle’s discussion of moral development is partially lost in our 

interpretations. Depending on our philosophical interests and agendas when engaging 

with the text, the same passages in the Ethics can be read as discussion of what virtue is 

or as discussion of how to become virtuous. While philosophers like Curzer and 

Kristjánsson tend towards the former, I will pursue the latter. My aim is not to declare 

one reading correct and the other mistaken, but to draw out insights that remain obscure 

under alternative approaches.  

 Before turning to specific passages, let me make two general remarks that help 

explain why many scholars find Aristotle’s discussion of virtue development missing or 

unsatisfying. First, Aristotle’s use of the analogy between virtue and practical skill is not 

taken seriously enough. Daniel Russell correctly points out that “when Aristotle thinks 

about how we become virtuous, he thinks immediately of how we become skilled. 

Becoming virtuous is a special case of the general phenomena of getting better” (2014, 

18). If we do not take this analogy seriously, Aristotle’s use of it is at best irrelevant, if 
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not misleading. However, if we take it seriously, much of Aristotle’s discussion of virtue 

development can be inferred based on our intuitive understanding of skill development. 

Aristotle’s frequent appeals to skill and skill acquisition may suggest that the analogy 

was intuitive in his time, even if it is no longer so for contemporary readers. Chapter 2 

seeks to reinstate this intuition, and the present chapter will continue that effort.   

Second, Aristotle aims to provide only a general outline of virtue development 

because what one needs to do in order to become more virtuous depends on the particular 

conditions of the individual. No universal knowledge is sufficient to determine individual 

cases. The general account offers rough guidance, but it will inevitably remain inadequate 

because individual cases involve important and relevant variables that a general outline 

cannot capture. If someone is looking for an account of virtue development that goes 

beyond a general outline, they will find the Ethics unsatisfying. However, Aristotle warns 

us that “our account will be adequate if its degree of perspicuity is in accord with its 

subject matter and we should “not look for the same degree of exactness [in ethics as in 

the theoretical investigation]” (I 3, 1095b11-14).    

Being a general outline does not imply that Aristotle’s account achieves the 

optimal level of generality. It may be too general to be practically useful. It is also 

possible that Aristotle’s account is overly simple. Curzer and Kristjánsson are indeed 

correct that we know more about human psychology from contemporary science than 

Aristotle did. We could draw on recent scientific developments, as Russell suggests, by 

“study[ing] psychology of moral development starting from what we know about how 

people develop and improve generally, and extend this knowledge to an account of 

improving in character in particular” (2015, 19). Given these limitations, I nevertheless 
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believe Aristotle’s account offers useful insights into virtue development that have been 

overlooked, and I aim to bring them out through my reconstruction.  

3.2 Puzzle 2: How can reading the Ethics help someone become a better 
person?  

Whether the Ethics contains an explicit discussion of virtue development depends 

on how we interpret the purpose of reading the Ethics. Aristotle tells us that we should 

study the Ethics to become more virtuous rather than merely to gain theoretical 

knowledge about virtue. Yet some may doubt that one can become more virtuous simply 

by reading a philosophical treatise. Even Aristotle himself acknowledges the limits of 

argument in moral education, observing that “it is not possible—or not easy—to alter by 

argument what has long since been locked up in traits of character” (X 9, 1179b16-17). 

Therefore, even if the Ethics contains an account of virtue development, it remains 

unclear how reading it could make us more virtuous.  

This concern leads to our second puzzle, which is nicely presented by C.D.C. 

Reeve. He finds it mysterious for Aristotle to do the following three things 

simultaneously:  

First, characterize the Ethics as “not undertaken for the sake of theoretical 
knowledge…but in order to become good people, since otherwise there 
would be nothing of benefit in it” (II 2 1103b26-29; I 3, 1095a5-6). Second, 
insist that we become good in large part through habituation, not through 
reading books (II 2 1103b23-25). And third, that we must already have been 
“nobly brought up if, where noble things, just things, and the topics of 
policies as a whole are concerned, we are to be an adequate audience” (I 4 
1095b4-6). For “argument and teaching…do not have strength in everyone,” 
but only in those whose souls have been “prepared beforehand through 
habits to enjoy and hate in a noble way, like earth that is to nourish seed and 
may not even be comprehensible to anyone else (X 9, 1179b23-31). (2014, 
xxix) 
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This mystery concerns the purpose of the Ethics and how Aristotle achieves it. The 

challenge to resolve it lies in the fact that the Ethics is a book meant to be read.  If its 

purpose is to make us good, and if we rarely become good by reading books, then it is 

unclear how reading the Ethics can fulfill its purpose.  

As noted in the previous section, one need not take this mystery seriously by 

treating it as a textual inconsistency. On that view, Aristotle’s aim to guide readers to 

become good through his book is an unreflective and overly idealistic aspiration. My 

interpretation, however, takes Aristotle’s aim seriously. This commitment stems from my 

endorsement of the “Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development.” Many readers ignore 

this principle, and here is a simple test to reveal this ignorance: when reading Aristotle’s 

discussions of virtue in the Ethics, do we ask ourselves whether we have been raised and 

habituated properly to understand it? Ignoring this question means either that we consider 

ourselves well-prepared or that we deny the necessity of the kind of preparation Aristotle 

presupposes. If we consider ourselves to be well-prepared, we should examine our own 

habituation. If we deny the necessity of proper preparation, which rejects Aristotle’s 

explicit presupposition, we should examine the Ethics. To address these issues, let us 

investigate two possible solutions to the mystery Reeve identifies.      

Reeve resolves the mystery by restricting the intended audience of the Ethics. He 

argues that 

the heavy lifting of the Ethics’ practicality is done, then, not so much by the 
book itself, which presupposes an already existing noble condition in a 
comprehending reader, but by the contribution it makes to legislative 
science, ensuring that the laws it selects will habituate people in genuine 
virtues and that it will have its end happiness correctly conceived and 
clearly defined. (2014, xxix)  
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On Reeve’s view, Aristotle’s intended audience is not everyone, but a small group of 

well-prepared legislators. These readers acquire theoretical knowledge about virtue and 

then use that knowledge to craft laws that positively shape others’ habituation. Reading 

the Ethics, therefore, contributes only to the development of intellectual virtue, and it 

presupposes that the audience has already attained a considerably advanced level of 

character virtues. 

Reeve’s strategy excludes most people from benefiting from reading the Ethics 

because it requires proper habituation that they lack. My strategy allows the Ethics to 

serve a much broader audience. I suggest that it can be read not primarily as theoretical 

teachings and arguments, but as a kind of self-help book for virtue development. Roughly 

speaking, it contains general instructions for cultivating both the virtues of character and 

the virtues of thought, and we can become more virtuous by following the instructions. In 

order to benefit from a self-help book, we must use it correctly. We should not read it 

simply to learn the instructions; rather, we should practice what we learn.   

The more theoretical parts of the book can also be read through a practical lens. 

Aristotle opens the Ethics in Book I with a theoretical inquiry into good life and 

happiness. Yet, he clarifies the purpose of this inquiry with a metaphor:  

Hence, regarding our life as well, won’t knowing the good have great 
influence and—like archers with a target—won’t we be better able to hit 
what we should? If so, we should try to grasp in outline, at least, what the 
good is and to which of the sciences or capacities it properly belongs. (I 2, 
1094a20-25) 
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For Aristotle, understanding what a good life is can help us become better by providing 

us a target to aim at.2 Careful examination and argument are needed because identifying 

the target of a good life is more complicated than identifying the target in archery, which 

can simply be pointed out ostensibly. One source of complexity comes from competing 

views circulating in Aristotle’s time. Although “most people are pretty much agreed that 

living well and doing well are the same as being happy,” they do not agree on what 

happiness is (I 4, 1094b15). As a result, Aristotle needs to argue for his own account so 

that his audience can aim at the right target.  

Since the aim of the investigation is not theoretical understanding of what a good 

life is, Aristotle emphasizes that we only need an outline as opposed to an exact account, 

and “we must not look for the same degree of exactness [as in the theoretical 

investigation]” (I 3, 1095b11-14). One reason to resist an exact account, as suggested by 

Reeve, is that the subject matter of ethics is not exact; thus we should not distort the 

subject matter by sweeping out its vagueness. I think another reason is that greater 

theoretical exactness does not necessarily help virtue cultivation. Having distinguished 

the rational and the nonrational parts of the soul, Aristotle states that “Whether these are 

distinguished like the parts of the body or like anything else that is divisible or whether 

they are two in account but inseparable by nature (like convex and concave in a curved 

surface) makes no difference for present purposes” (I 13, 1102a30).3 Having argued in 

 
2 As will become clearer later, the theoretical part of the book also serves the very 
practical purpose of helping us live a virtuous life because it sharpens our theoretical 
skill, which is a required component of living virtuously. 
3 Reeve points out that Aristotle pursues this question at DA II 2 413 b13-32, III 9 
432a15-b7, and III 10 433a31-b13 because a more exact account is needed for that 
purpose.  
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Book I that happiness consists in living virtuously, Aristotle turns in the subsequent 

books to an examination of virtue itself. At the beginning of Book II, he restates the 

practical aim of the inquiry, which is “not to know what virtue is but in order to become 

good people” (II 2, 1103b25).4 

Even if the Ethics aims to help people develop virtue, we may not belong to its 

intended audience if we lack proper preparation. Most commentators agree that Aristotle 

requires his audience to be well-prepared, but they do not agree on what such preparation 

involves.5 More specifically, commentators agree that learners must be able to grasp “the 

that,” which is a starting-point of ethics inquiry, but they disagree on what grasping “the 

that” amounts to. Some propose a relatively demanding standard while others a more 

modest one. For example, Iakovos Vasiliou points out a least demanding requirement 

where the audience only needs to be correct in “viewing particular actions as counting as 

just, virtuous etc., here and now (1996, 777).”6 Reeve, by contrast, suggests the most 

demanding requirement where the audience needs to be habituated “to enjoy and hate in a 

 
4 Aristotle expresses the same aim in the Eudemian Ethics, with a particular stress on the 
importance of understanding virtue development: 

Nonetheless, where virtue is concerned, knowing what it is, is not the most 
estimable thing, but rather knowing what it comes from. For we do not wish 
to know what courage is, but rather to be courageous, nor to know what 
justice is, but rather to be just, just as we also wish to be healthy rather than 
to know what health is, and to be in a good state rather than to know what 
it is to be in a good state.  (1216b20-25) 

5 Iakovos Vasiliou (1996) points out that Bernard Williams, Alasdair MacIntyre, and 
Terence Irwin dismiss Aristotle’s requirement that his audience needs to be well-prepared 
for his lectures because they interpret Aristotle as defending an objective moral theory 
that should convince any rational agent qua rational. Vasiliou makes a forceful case for 
taking Aristotle’s requirement seriously. Although I depart from Vasiliou’s understanding 
of the preparation, I am in full agreement with him on taking the preparation seriously.  
6 This is not Vasiliou’s own view. He holds a more demanding requirement, as he 
believes that “one must already take pleasure in what is pleasant by nature and know 
what is knowable by nature before one even starts” (778). 
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noble way” (2014, xxix). This requirement closely approximates the character of a 

virtuous person. These proposed standards are incompatible with each other while all 

having some textual support, which creates a puzzle for understanding Aristotle’s view.   

In light of this apparent inconsistency, I propose that Aristotle holds more than 

one standard of well-preparedness because he understands virtue development as a 

gradual and dynamic process. Different stages of development involve different standards 

of readiness. On this view, Aristotle does not hold the “two-stage” model where a learner 

first acquires the virtues of character through proper habituation, and only then attends 

theoretical lectures to cultivate the virtues of thought. Rather, the virtues of character and 

the virtues of thought develop together, gradually and continually. A learner is habituated 

and re-habituated repeatedly over time. Aristotle makes this commitment to life-long 

habituation explicit in Book X 9:   

But it is not enough, presumably, that when people are young they 
get the correct nurture and supervision. On the contrary, even when 
they have grown into adulthood they must continue to practice the 
same things and be habituated to them. And so there would need to 
be laws concerning these matters as well and, in general, then, 
concerning all of life; for ordinary people obey force rather than 
argument and penalties rather than the noble. (X 9, 1179b35-1180a5) 
 

If habituation is a life-long process, we should not expect learners to complete the 

development of the character virtues before beginning to cultivate the intellectual virtues. 

Virtue development must be understood as a dynamic process where learners continually 

prepare themselves for the next step through habituation and teaching.      

At each stage, the learner’s central task is to engage in “good practice.” I will 

examine in more detail what counts as good practice for Aristotle in the next section. For 

now, I draw on several passages to clarify what I mean by the term. “Practice” translates 
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two different Greek words, each corresponding to a familiar contemporary usage. On the 

one hand, practice (epitêdeuma) refers to the active exercise of an activity or skill, as 

opposed to merely possessing the capacity to perform it. 7 This sense aligns with 

Aristotle’s insistence that virtue is practical rather than merely theoretical. He compares 

philosophers who retreat into argument without acting accordingly to sick patients who 

listen attentively to their doctors without following their prescriptions (II 4, 1105b16–19). 

In this sense, engaging in “good practice” simply means performing virtuous action. 

Commentators who aim to articulate a normative theory from the Ethics often concentrate 

on this sense of good practice. They read the Ethics as primarily providing an account of 

what it is to act virtuously. On such readings, the Ethics appears to say relatively little 

about virtue development, since many of its discussions are interpreted as contributing to 

a normative theory of virtue rather than to its development.  

On the other hand, “practice (meletan)” refers to the repeated exercise in an 

activity or skill in order to acquire or maintain proficiency. For example, my students 

often ask for additional “practice” before taking a logic exam. Aristotle explicitly 

mentions it in Book III: 

[I]t is the activities in each case that produce people of the corresponding 
character. This is clear from those who practice for any sort of competition 
or action, since they practice the relevant activity continually. To be 
ignorant, then, that in each case it is from engaging in the activity that the 
corresponding state comes about, is characteristic of an altogether 
insensitive person. (III 5,1114a5-10) 
 

The passage highlights the importance of continual practice in virtue development. For 

Aristotle, virtue is not provided to us by nature but is acquired through habituation (I 9, 

 
7 See the NE 1125a26, 179b35, 1180a2, 180a16, 1180a26, and 1180b3.  
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1099b8-10). Habituation requires continual practice, which is similar to acquiring skill in 

crafts: 

For the things we cannot produce without learning to do so are the very ones 
we learn to produce by producing them—for example, we become builders 
by building houses and lyre players by playing the lyre. Similarly, then, we 
become just people by doing just actions, temperate people by doing 
temperate actions, and courageous people by doing courageous ones.  (II 2, 
1103b1-5)  
    

A difference between craft and virtue is that the former emphasizes the products of the 

activities, i.e., houses and music, whereas the latter emphasizes the activities themselves.  

Besides the necessity of continual practice, virtue development relies on good 

practices as opposed to bad practices. Good practices help us become better, while bad 

practices impede our progress. Although Aristotle does not mention “good practice” 

explicitly in the remainder of the book, it is the cornerstone of his work. He lays it out 

from the beginning of Book II: 

[I]t is from the same things and through the same things that each virtue 
both comes about and is ruined. The case of a craft is similar as well; for it 
is from playing the lyre that both good and bad lyre players come about. 
And something analogous holds in the case of builders and all the rest; for 
it is from building houses well that good builders arise and from doing so 
badly, bad ones. (II 1, 1103b6-11) 
… 
That is why the activities must exhibit a certain quality; for the states follow 
along in accord with the differences between these. It makes no small 
difference, then, whether people are habituated in one way or in another 
way straight from childhood; on the contrary, it makes a huge one—or 
rather, all the difference. (II 1, 1103b21-5) 
 

Since helping us become good is the purpose of the Ethics, and good practice is crucial 

for becoming good, Aristotle states immediately after the previous passages that “we 

must investigate what related to actions, that is, in what way they are to be done. For 

actions also control what sorts of states will come about as we said [my emphasis]” (II 2, 
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1104a27-30). Let us follow Aristotle’s investigation into what constitutes good practice 

and how such practice helps us become more virtuous.   

3.3 Puzzle 3: The Paradox of Virtue Development    

Aristotle’s model of virtue development is generally known as “becoming 

virtuous by doing virtuous actions.” Yet, this model appears paradoxical. A learner seeks 

to develop virtue precisely because she is not yet able to perform virtuous actions. If she 

cannot perform virtuous actions, how can she become virtuous by doing them? This 

apparent paradox contains several related puzzles. In this section, I aim to clarify 

Aristotle’s account of virtue development and resolve the paradox by examining these 

puzzles more closely. 

3.3.1 Virtuous Actions and Acting Virtuously 
 
Aristotle introduces one version of this paradox in the following puzzle:  

If people are doing what is just or temperate, they are already just and 
temperate, in the same way that if they are doing what is grammatical or 
musical, they already know grammar or music. (II 4, 1105a20) 

 
The puzzle arises from the problematic claim that we become virtuous by performing 

virtuous actions. This claim seems to imply that one can perform virtuous actions without 

yet being virtuous—just as one might build houses without being a housebuilder, or play 

the lyre without being a lyre player. 

Aristotle quickly dismisses the puzzle by pointing out the ambiguity in the phrase 

“virtuous action.” The term can be used either with or without what we may call 
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“adverbial requirements,” which specify how the action is performed.8 If “virtuous 

action” is used without adverbial requirements, it simply refers to the result of an action 

regardless of how it comes about. For example, giving money to a beggar who refused to 

leave the table where my wife and I were dining was a virtuous (generous) action, even if 

my sole motive was to stop the person from bothering us.9 Giving money to the beggar, 

according to Aristotle, was what a virtuous person would have done in that situation. 

What differentiates me from a virtuous person is that I did not perform the act in the right 

way. Aristotle claims that  

Actions are said to be just and temperate, then, when they are the sort that a 
just or a temperate person would do, whereas a just or temperate person is 
not the one who does these actions but the one who, in addition, does them 
in the way a just or temperate person does them. (II, 4 1105b5-8). 

 
Aristotle’s uses of “virtuous action” and “action that a virtuous person would do” may 

sound counterintuitive to contemporary readers because we normally build the adverbial 

requirements into these terms. On that understanding, my action would not count as 

virtuous. 

Since Aristotle’s notion of “virtuous action” does not require that the action be 

performed as how a virtuous person would perform it, there is no real puzzle in claiming 

that a virtue learner or someone who is not virtuous can perform virtuous action. For 

Aristotle, “performing virtuous action” shares the same vagueness as “building a house” 

and “plying the lyre.” These terms can refer to many activities that have totally different 

evaluative implications. One may “play the lyre” by making intolerable noise; one may 

 
8 I adopt the phrase “adverbial conditions” from Gopal Sreenivasan (2020, 7 & 124). This 
phrase nicely captures Aristotle’s emphasis on how to do things instead of what to do. 
9 This was a common phenomenon in China two decades ago.  
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“build a house” that is structurally unsafe; likewise, one may perform a “virtuous action” 

that is harmful to oneself and others. According to Aristotle’s use of the term, we can 

even become vicious by performing virtuous action, for “it is from the same things and 

through the same things that each virtue both comes about and is ruined…it is from 

playing the lyre that both good and bad lyre players come about” (II 1, 1103b6-11). What 

ultimately matters, then, is not whether the action is performed or not, but how the action 

is performed. 

3.3.2 Must Virtue Development Be a Continuous Process? 

Although Aristotle clarifies the distinction between “performing a virtuous 

action” and “acting virtuously,” his quick dismissal of the puzzle does not address a 

deeper concern underlying the paradox of virtue education: How can people become 

virtuous by performing virtuous action? Marta Jimenez takes up this very issue. She 

argues that the core problem underlying the paradox of virtue education is the “Moral 

Upbringing Gap.” This gap refers to the difference between how a virtue learner acts and 

how a virtuous agent acts.10 Jimenez examines this gap in terms of continuity and 

discontinuity. If the learner’s performance shares some relevant features with that of the 

virtuous agent, the gap is continuous; if it shares none, the gap is discontinuous. 

 
10 David Nivison (1996) and Huang Yong (2011) discuss the paradox of moral 
development in Confucian context. They focus on the difference in motivation between a 
virtue learner and a virtuous person. The former lacks the virtuous person’s intrinsic 
motivation to act virtuously. In the context of Aristotle’s ethics, Terrence Irwin 
(1999,195) and Marta Jimenez (2021) also focus on the motivational difference. Kirstján 
Kristjánsson (2006), Julia Annas (2012), and Denise Vigani (2024) focus on the cognitive 
difference between a virtue learner and a virtuous person. The proponents of the paradox 
in this cognitive version argue that a virtue learner acts out of mindless habituation while 
a virtuous person acts with intelligence. 
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“Continuity” for Jimenez is a scalar concept: the greater the shared features, the greater 

the continuity. The problem Jimenez identifies is that “the less the continuity between the 

actions for the learners of virtue and the actions performed by virtuous agents, the more 

difficult it will be to understand how the repeated performance of the actions of the 

learners produce virtue” (2021, 39-40). Put differently, the question underlying the 

paradox is: How can a learner become virtuous by constantly acting in non-virtuous 

ways?  

Jimenez’s “Moral Upbringing Gap” can be reconstructed as a dilemma. We either 

understand Aristotle’s model of virtue development as continuous or discontinuous. If it 

is continuous, we face the challenge of explaining the intuitive difference between a 

virtue learner and a virtuous agent, especially how they perform virtuous actions. If it is 

discontinuous, we face the challenge of explaining how a virtue learner can become 

virtuous. Jimenez finds it difficult to explain the discontinuity, so she focuses on 

revealing hidden similarities between a virtue learner and a virtuous agent in order to 

preserve continuity. Yet, I shall argue that discontinuity need not trouble Aristotle or us. 

Jimenez’s preoccupation with continuity excludes reasonable models of virtue 

development.      

A virtue learner and a virtuous agent differ in many respects. Jimenez focuses on 

what each finds enjoyable. She observes that, for Aristotle, the aim of virtue development 

is to reshape our character so that we enjoy virtuous activity for its own sake. The 

question, then, is how a learner, who either does not enjoy virtuous activity at all or does 

not enjoy it for its own sake, can acquire the appropriate kind of pleasure. Jimenez 

examines and rejects two views suggested by other commentators. According to the 
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“conditioning view,” one “acquires a taste for virtuous activities and comes to find them 

attractive or repulsive by associating them with rewards and punishments” (2021, 54). In 

other words, one begins with external incentives and gradually develops pleasure internal 

to the activity itself. According to the “familiarity view,” one initially performs virtuous 

actions without pleasure; through repetition and increasing familiarity, the activities 

gradually become pleasant (2021, 61-62).  

Although Jimenez discusses these two models separately, her objections share a 

common feature: the commitment to preserving the continuity of the Moral Upbringing 

Gap. In the case of the conditioning model, she argues that it cannot explain how pleasure 

derived from external rewards is transformed into pleasure internal to virtuous activity. 

Since these two kinds of pleasure are qualitatively different, the transition involves what 

she calls a “problematic discontinuity,” which “presents an important obstacle for finding 

an explanation of how the process of conditioning through external rewards” might work 

(2021, 56). The familiarity model avoids the discontinuity between external and internal 

pleasure, but it cannot explain the discontinuity between merely “taking pleasure in the 

new activities” and “enjoy[ing] them properly” (2021, 62). Repetition may generate the 

former but not the latter kind of pleasure. The challenge lies in explaining “how it is that 

the learners learn to engage in the activities properly in the first place” (ibid.). 

Why does Jimenez commit to the continuity of virtue development? Must we 

share this commitment? We can distinguish two types of concerns behind her 

commitment: theoretical and practical concerns. I shall show that Jimenez’s concern is 

largely theoretical, whereas Aristotle’s concern is largely practical. According to the 

developmental approach, practical concern is more fundamental than theoretical concern. 
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We do not have to worry about the theoretical concern if it does not pose a serious 

practical concern. Moreover, I shall argue that Jimenez’s commitment to continuity does 

not address the theoretical concern.   

 The theoretical concern can be further distinguished into conceptual and 

scientific concerns. The conceptual concern is that discontinuity is logically inconsistent 

or incomprehensible. For Jimenez, virtue development should be understood as 

“a continuous process, where the dispositions do not arise in an agent ex nihilo so to 

speak, through the practice of fully non-virtuous capacities and tendencies, but instead, 

they grow out of the learners’ proper use of proto-virtuous resources that they already 

have” (2021, 19). Her concern seems reasonable here because it is indeed hard to 

comprehend a virtuous disposition emerging out of nothing. This concern resembles the 

general concern: How can anything come into existence out of nothing? I grant Jimenez 

that if virtue emerges out of nothing, then there is a serious concern regarding virtue’s 

comprehensibility.         

Yet, her appeal to ex nihilo is misleading. The problem of discontinuity, as 

Jimenez understands it, is not to explain how virtue could arise from, strictly speaking, 

nothing. The problem is rather that she cannot comprehend how virtue could arise from 

“fully non-virtuous capacities and tendencies.” But the transition from non-virtuous to 

virtuous capacities is not incomprehensible for me. It is no more mysterious than the 

emergence of consciousness or the acquisition of the ability to ride a bicycle by someone 

who initially lacks it. Although the precise mechanisms of such transformations may be 

complex and difficult to specify, the transformations themselves are not paradoxical but 

familiar phenomena. 
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Jimenez’s concern may indeed be a scientific one regarding the precise 

mechanisms of virtue development, but we should not be too bothered by this lack of 

explanation if our practical concern does not depend on the scientific one. Her rejection 

of the conditioning model illustrates this issue. She (2021, 55-6) uses the following 

example from MacIntyre (1981, 188): 

Consider the example of a highly intelligent seven-year-old child whom I 
wish to teach to play chess, although the child has no particular desire to 
learn the game. The child does, however, have a very strong desire for candy 
and little chance of obtaining it. I therefore tell the child that if the child will 
play chess with me once a week I will give the child 50 cents worth of candy; 
moreover I tell the child that I will always play in such a way that it will be 
difficult, but not impossible, for the child to win, and that, if the child wins, 
the child will receive an extra 50 cents worth of candy. Thus motivated the 
child plays to win. Notice however that, so long as it is the candy alone 
which provides the child with a good reason for playing chess, the child has 
no reason not to cheat, but every reason to cheat, provided that he or she 
can do so successfully. But, so we may hope, there will come a time when 
the child will find in those goods specific to chess, in the development of a 
certain highly particular kind of analytical skill, strategic imagination and 
competitive intensity, a new set of reasons, reasons now not just for winning 
on a particular occasion, but for trying to excel in whatever way the game 
of chess demands.  
 

Jimenez argues that MacIntyre’s model has “a problematic discontinuity” that “presents 

an important obstacle for finding an explanation of how the process of conditioning 

through external rewards might lead the child to develop a taste for chess in itself.” She 

thinks that MacIntyre’s account relies on the “hope this association will have that effect 

on the child, perhaps due to some brute fact about human nature” (2021, 56).           

Jimenez rightly notes a gap in MacIntyre’s account, since he does not explicitly 

explain how external motivation transforms into internal motivation. Yet, MacIntyre does 

not intend to provide such an explanation; otherwise, he would not describe the transition 

as a “hope.” His concern is practical: what can we do to help a child develop internal 
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motivation? If MacIntyre’s model works, he would not be bothered by whether it 

involves discontinuity. For MacIntyre, the transformation reflects a familiar pattern in 

skill acquisition. Even if we cannot fully articulate the mechanisms involved, 

conditioning seems to play a role in the transformation, at least in the earlier stage, by 

getting children who have no interest in chess to start playing. Similarly, conditioning 

may be a useful method for virtue development at earlier stages. It may indeed be the 

case that the conditioning model involves more complicated mechanisms that render the 

apparently discontinuous process into a continuous one. However, I see no reason that 

continuity of virtue development must be a prerequisite for scientific explanation, which 

Jimenez seems to hold as an a priori principle. Her commitment to continuity rules out 

plausible views of virtue development like the conditioning model. 

The problem of this commitment is also reflected in Jimenez’s own account. 

Following Burnyeat, Jimenez claims that “virtue learners have from the start a proto-

version” of the ability to enjoy virtuous activities, which enables the learners “to enjoy at 

least occasionally the characteristic pleasures of the noble” (2021, 71). She claims that 

“the main advantage of this model is that we can avoid the problem of discontinuity” 

(2021, 48). Yet, the account does not help address the paradox of moral development that 

motivates her project. 

Jimenez’s account faces a dilemma. On the one hand, in order to avoid 

discontinuity, she allows that a virtue learner can, though only occasionally, enjoy the 

characteristic pleasures of the noble, including a sense that “noble things are truly 

pleasant and superior to other pleasures for other benefits” (2021, 174). In other words, 
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she maintains that virtue learners can sometimes enjoy virtue for its own sake.11 This 

makes her notion of proto-virtue quite demanding, and it becomes less plausible that 

learners at early stages possess this kind of proto-virtue. Moreover, she identifies this 

proto-virtue primarily with a sense of shame. Yet she does not explain how someone who 

initially lacks a sense of shame comes to acquire it. This transition appears to introduce 

precisely the kind of discontinuity she seeks to avoid. 

On the other hand, Jimenez also wishes to preserve the Moral Upbringing Gap 

that gives rise to the paradox in the first place. She admits that proto-virtue “equips 

learners with a minimal grasp of and attraction towards the noble” (2021, 76). However, 

if a learner’s minimal grasp of virtue is minimal, then there remains a significant gap to 

bridge, which raises a challenge to her account: How can we explain the transformation 

from proto-virtue to full virtue? It is true, by definition, that there is a continuity between 

proto-virtue and full virtue. But establishing conceptual continuity is not the same as 

explaining the developmental transformation that she asks for. If proto-virtue is minimal, 

the real challenge is explaining how to develop virtue from it, regardless of whether there 

is continuity in the process. In short, her account neither explains how a learner who 

lacks the sense of shame come to acquire it, not fully clarifies how the significant gap 

between a learner and a virtuous agent is bridged. 

Let me be clear. I challenge Jimenez’s commitment to continuity not because I 

think moral development must be discontinuous, but because I believe the focus on 

continuity versus discontinuity is misplaced. The central issue underlying the paradox of 

 
11 She claims that “shame equips agents with the capacity to grasp that a reason for 
preferring a noble action is precisely that it is noble” (2021, 174).  
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virtue development is how to account for the significant difference between a learner and 

a fully virtuous agent. 12 Even if a learner’s performance resembles that of a virtuous 

agent in certain respects, such resemblance alone does not adequately explain how the 

Moral Upbringing Gap is bridged. Nor do I claim that Jimenez’s emphasis on proto-

virtue is misguided. On the contrary, investigating proto-virtue may illuminate the 

process of virtue development, since understanding the raw materials of virtue 

development is helpful. In general, knowing more about the underlying mechanisms of 

virtue development may help educators design better methods for virtue development. 

Scientific knowledge does serve a practical purpose, and we should encourage greater 

scientific investigation. However, we should not regard it as paradoxical if the raw 

materials differ substantially from their mature form, and we should not rule out an 

explanation just because it may contain discontinuity. 

3.3.3 Is Habituation a Mindless Process?   

Aristotle articulates two methods of virtue development based on his 

understanding of our soul:  

Virtue, then, is twofold, of thought and of character. That of thought both 
comes about and increases mostly as a result of teaching, which is why it 
requires experience and time. That of character (êthikê), on the other hand, 
results from habit (ethos)—indeed, this is the source of the name êthikê, 
which derives with a minor variation from ethos. (II 1, 1103a15-20)   
 

According to Aristotle, virtue is a disposition that enables a human being to perform their 

function well. The function of humans is determined by the feature that distinguishes us 

from plants and animals—that is, reason. Our soul has two parts related to reason. The 

 
12 If we allow a virtue learner to start as a vicious person, then the difference is even more 
striking. 
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rational part has reason and exercises thoughts, whereas the non-rational part reacts to 

reason. The rational part is further divided into “the scientific part” and “the calculative 

part.” The former “concerns beings whose starting-points do not admit of being 

otherwise,” and the latter concerns “beings whose starting-points do admit of being 

otherwise” (VI 1, 1139a1-10). Virtue of character is the excellence of the non-rational 

part, whereas virtue of thought is the excellence of the rational part. 

This distinction between the rational and non-rational parts of the soul gives rise 

to a further puzzle: is habituation, for Aristotle, a non-rational process? This question 

reflects another version of the paradox of moral development. Indeed, as Kristján 

Kristjánsson notes (2006, 102), R. S. Peters coined the term “paradox of moral 

education” in addressing precisely this issue. Following the Kohlbergian approach that 

put reason on the very top of moral development, Peters remarks that children “can and 

must enter the palace of Reason through the courtyard of Habit and Tradition” (1981, 52). 

Explaining this transformation is of great importance to Peters. The central concern for 

explaining Aristotle’s model is: if habituation is non-rational, how can virtue learners 

develop the practical wisdom required to enter the palace of Reason?  

Kristjánsson finds Peters’s own explanation elliptical because he “alludes 

primarily back to Aristotle’s account of the harmonious integration of early habituation 

and subsequent critical reason” without telling us how this integration works (ibid.). 

Kristjánsson helpfully surveys several positions on this issue. He points out that Curzer 

treats habituation as simply a matter of machinal, mindless inhibition, whereas Sherman 

holds that habituation requires from the very beginning the exercise of judgment and 

reason. Burnyeat, Kritjánsson notes, proposes a two-stage model: habituation begins as a 
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non-rational process involving just conditioning, and then a rational process including 

description and explanation is added (2006,108-110).    

I believe, however, that the concern over whether habituation is mindless is 

overstated. It rests on an overly sharp separation between virtue of character and virtue of 

thought, as well as on the assumption that character development precedes intellectual 

development. Once we recognize that virtues of character and virtues of thought—and 

their respective developments—are deeply interwoven, the question “Is habituation 

mindless?” loses much of its force. Even if we can conceptually distinguish habituation 

from teaching, we cannot separate them in practice. Habituation/teaching involves the 

constant interplay of rational and non-rational processes.  

Aristotle understands the goal of virtue development as achieving harmony 

among the parts of the soul. He offers a concrete illustration in his discussion of 

courage.13 A courageous person is not someone who is fearless, but someone who will 

endure fearful things “in the way he should, in the way reason prescribes, and for the sake 

of what is noble” (III 7, 1115b6-10). More specifically, it means that the courageous 

person “endures and fears the things he should, in the way he should, when he should, 

and is similarly confident, since a courageous person feels and acts as things merit and in 

the way reason prescribes” (ibid, 1115b16-20).  

These descriptions highlight three crucial components corresponding to three 

aspects of the soul. Character is primarily responsible for fearing and enduring in the way 

 
13 Also see Aristotle’s discussion of the harmony in his example of temperance: 

Therefore, the temperate person’s appetitive element must be in harmony 
with reason; for the target of both is the noble, and the temperate person has 
an appetite for the things one should and in the way and when one should, 
which is just what reason, for its part, prescribes. (III, 12, 1119b15)  
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we should; the calculative part of reason prescribes the best action in particular 

circumstances; and the scientific part grasps what is noble. This harmony cannot be 

achieved by fully developing one part first and then adjusting the others afterward. 

Because the parts of the soul mutually influence one another, they must be cultivated 

together, each refined in light of the others. The process is dynamic—like adjusting the 

flavor of a soup by balancing its spices. Let’s examine how to achieve this harmony 

through practice by beginning with Aristotle’s account of the development of virtue of 

character.     

3.3.4 The Mean in Relation to Us? 

Developing virtue of character is crucial for two reasons. First, it enables the 

learner to establish an important “starting-point” for acting virtuously or practicing 

well.14 This starting-point is the grasping of “the that,” which is “the fact that something 

is so” (I 4, 1109b8). Grasping “the that” allows one to recognize certain actions as just or 

unjust, honest or dishonest, courageous or cowardly, and so on over a range of cases. For 

example, parents strive to habituate their children to identify certain actions as lying and 

dishonest, which they should refrain from doing, including denying that they ate a cookie 

when they did or accusing a playmate of starting a fight over a toy that they themselves 

initiated. If a child becomes accustomed to lying without recognizing that such actions 

are morally problematic, further moral education will be significantly hindered. This is 

why Aristotle insists that we must be brought up in a way that enables us to grasp these 

facts. 

 
14 For Aristotle, “the starting-point is more than half the whole, and that many of the 
things we were inquiring about will become evident through it” (I 7, 1098b6).  
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Grasping “the that” does not require critical judgment. It is the initial preparation 

for virtue development. The child habituated to be honest does not need to understand 

why a certain action is lying, and why lying is vicious.15 When asked for an explanation, 

a child may just answer “I do not know” or “my parents told me so.” To put it differently, 

grasping “the that” only implies that one can identify a certain action as virtuous. 

Since critical judgment is not required for grasping “the that,” conditioning 

through familial and social norms plays a central role in establishing this starting-point. 

Such norms tell us what actions are considered noble or base, and we are conditioned to 

perform noble actions and to avoid base ones. A contemporary example may illustrate 

how societal expectations influence one’s moral starting-point—and why this matters not 

only for children, but also for adults. During a trip to China, I came across a book in an 

airport bookstore titled Tax Avoidance: Infinitely Close Yet Never Crossing. Out of 

curiosity, I purchased it and read it on the flight. I expected the book to propose strategies 

that push moral boundaries while remaining legally permissible. Instead, I was struck by 

its endorsement of legally ambiguous practices—for example, reporting land primarily 

used as a private garden as agricultural land in order to claim tax deductions. The book 

conveyed a strong message that misrepresenting a company’s business activities is 

normal. Tax avoidance is portrayed as an artful skill rather than a behavior involving 

injustice and dishonesty. The example highlights Aristotle’s concern on establishing a 

proper starting-point. If tax avoidance is widely encouraged and people are habituated to 

 
15 See Vasiliou (1996) for a different view. She argues that grasping “the that” requires 
knowing “the why.”   
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regard it as normal, then cultivating justice and honesty in that context becomes 

exceedingly difficult. 

In addition to establishing the starting-point, virtue of character helps the agent’s 

feeling aim at and hit the mean. For Aristotle, feeling is a central component of virtue. 

Courage is the medial condition concerning fear and confidence; temperance is the 

medial condition concerning pleasures and pains; and mild-manneredness is the medial 

condition concerning anger. Aristotle tells us that the medial condition is “in relation to 

us,” which has puzzled some commentators. What does it mean for the mean to be 

relative to us? And how can virtue of character be a mean in this sense?  

Aristotle distinguishes two kinds of mean in the following passage: 

In everything continuous and divisible, then, it is possible to take more, less, 
and equal, and these either in relation to the thing itself or in relation to 
us—where equal is some sort of mean between excess and deficiency. By 
“the mean in relation to the thing,” I mean what is equidistant from each of 
its two extremes, which is precisely one in number and the same for all. The 
mean in relation to us, by contrast, is what takes neither too much nor too 
little. It is not one thing and is not the same for all. For example, if ten are 
many and two are few, we take six as the mean in relation to the thing; for 
it exceeds and is exceeded by an equal amount. That is the mean in accord 
with arithmetical proportion. But the mean in relation to us must not be 
ascertained in that way; for if ten minas is a lot to eat and two minas a little, 
the trainer will not prescribe six minas; for that is presumably also a lot or 
a little for the person who is to eat it—a little for Milo but a lot for the one 
starting his athletic training regimen. Similarly in the cases of running and 
wrestling. In this way, then, everyone with scientific knowledge avoids 
excess and deficiency and looks for the mean and chooses it—the mean not 
in the thing but in relation to us. (II 6, 1106a29-1106b5) 
 

We should not be misled by the numerical language in Aristotle’s example, since it 

serves only as a simplified illustration. The example isolates the quantitative aspect of 

feeling, but the mean is not merely a matter of feeling the right amount. It also involves 

feeling “such things when we should, though, about the things we should, in relation to 
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the people we should, for the sake of what we should, and as we should” (II 6, 1107a21-

23). Quantifying those dimensions seems unnecessary and counterproductive.16    

The key contrast Aristotle wants to draw with the distinction is whether the mean 

is “one thing and the same for all” or “not one thing and not the same for all.” 

Commentators agree that the mean cannot be the same for all, but they disagree about the 

respect in which it differs. Lesley Brown (1997) helpfully points out that “in relation to 

us” may be interpreted as agent-relative or situation-relative. According to the situation-

relative interpretation, the particular circumstances an individual faces are relevant to 

determine what the mean is in that situation. However, the fact that the mean is situation-

relative does not imply that it is agent-relative—that is, relative to the character and the 

beliefs of each individual. On the situation-relative interpretation, the mean is not agent-

relative because it is still determined by how a virtuous agent would act. It is relative only 

in the sense that the virtuous person would act differently in different situations. 

The target of Brown’s criticism is the agent-relative interpretation, which takes 

the mean to be relative to the “facts of the individual.”17 She lists four potential ways of 

understanding the facts that are relative to the individual: (1) one’s stage of moral 

progress, (2) one’s susceptibility to the passions, (3) one’s station in life (i.e., gender and 

roles), and (4) one’s beliefs. The details about the types and the relations of these facts do 

 
16 See Urmson (1973), Cruzer (1996), and Hursthouse (2008) for a debate on whether the 
mean can be fully quantified. Urmson and Cruzer defend the quantitative interpretation, 
whereas Hursthouse rejects it. This issue does not concern us because the central issue of 
the doctrine, as Hursthouse compellingly points out, is how to understand “the mean in 
relation to us.” The quantitative and non-quantitative interpretations do not help address 
the central issue.  
17 Brown thinks the situation-relative view is a misinterpretation of the passage, even 
though it is compatible with Aristotle’s view. 
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not concern us here, but it is important to note that all four types pertain to the 

individual’s state of character and thoughts. Brown rejects all of them. She argues that 

we should not understand “in relation to us” as “relative to individuals,” but as “relative 

to us as human beings” (1997, 78). The central reason for her objection to all four 

versions is that they are too subjective to attribute to Aristotle. To illustrate her argument 

more clearly, let me quote her objection to the first version of the agent-relative 

interpretation:  

To those who assume (wrongly, as I argue below) that in the Milo example 
we are to see Milo and the novice athlete as analogues of different moral 
agents, the following will suggest itself. “More is expected of the fully 
developed moral agent (the Milo type) than of the beginner in moral training; 
what is best and right for the expert may not be right for the beginner. So 
êthikê aretê [excellence of character] for the expert is different from what it 
is for the tyro the mean for the former is different, more demanding, than 
for the beginner.” I reply that while the premises are true and would be 
granted by Aristotle, the conclusion is false, for he is discussing excellence 
of character, not doing the best you can given the stage you are at. Quite 
simply, a beginner lacks arete; excellence is not relative to how far you have 
progressed towards it. (1997, 82-3)  

 
Brown rightly identifies a tension between interpreting the doctrine of the mean as agent-

relative and understanding Aristotle’s ethical theory as objective. The more strongly one 

emphasizes the objectivity of Aristotle’s ethics, the harder it becomes to read the mean as 

agent-relative. Brown herself maintains that Aristotle’s theory is objective, for virtue is 

the excellence of human beings, making his doctrine of the mean relative to us qua 

human beings, but not qua individuals.  

This commitment to objectivity leads Brown to interpret Aristotle’s Milo example 

in a counterintuitive way (she admits that no one shares her interpretation). She argues 

that Aristotle is not contrasting the expert (Milo) with the novice, but rather the trainer 

(the trainer in the passage) and the trainee (Milo and the novice). She asserts that, “it is 
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clear, on a careful reading, that it is the trainer (and indeed all experts who seek the 

meson) who is compared to the moral agent, not Milo and the novice” (1997,87). She 

interprets Aristotle as underscoring that it is the trainer who knows what the objective and 

agent-independent standard of the mean is (ibid., 86-7) and the situation-relative actions 

required to realize the mean (ibid., 90).  

One way to avoid Brown’s counterintuitive reading is to accept that Aristotle’s 

virtue theory is indeed agent relative. Individuals at different stages of development can 

all act virtuously according to different normative standards appropriate to their stage. 

This approach is plausible. However, I suggest a different interpretation of the passage 

that sheds light on virtue development. Instead of reading the doctrine of the mean 

primarily as a normative theory of virtuous action, we can read it as a theory of practicing 

well. On this view, the trainer helps the trainee practice well by guiding her to hit the 

mean relative to her current condition. Hitting the mean, in this developmental sense, 

means engaging in the kind of practice that contributes to one’s virtue development. 

This interpretation of “the mean in relation to us” presupposes that the standards 

of practicing well and acting virtuously are dissociable. More specifically, it suggests that 

good practice need not be exemplar-oriented in the sense that what counts as good 

practice must always be defined by reference to how a virtuous agent acts. On this view, 

whether a learner is practicing well depends on how well her performance resembles the 

performance of a virtuous agent. However, I think good practice can be learner-oriented. 

A learner’s practice may be evaluated based on standards that do not refer to a virtuous 

agent.     
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Let me illustrate this point through the skill analogy. In a piano certification 

program widely used in China, there are ten levels, ranging from beginner to advanced. 

Suppose we describe someone who meets the requirements of a given level as “playing 

well” at that level. When a learner is working toward a particular level, however, 

“practicing well” and “playing well” are not necessarily the same. If the learner is close 

to meeting the standard, practicing well may closely resemble playing well. But in the 

earlier stages, the two can diverge significantly. At the beginning of a level, it is often 

helpful to practice one hand at a time, to divide a piece into smaller sections, or to play at 

a slower—or occasionally faster—tempo than the original composition. Similarly, when 

cultivating courage, it may be good practice for a learner simply to observe her fear and 

reflect on whether it is rational and appropriate. This reflection may be unnecessary or 

even inappropriate when a courageous person confronts a frightening situation, yet it 

contributes to virtue development.  

 The distinction between practicing well and acting virtuously further mitigates 

concerns about discontinuity in virtue development. The central worry is that a learner 

acts in a way that is significantly different from a virtuous agent. This worry presupposes 

the exemplar-oriented approach. However, if practicing well and acting virtuously are 

dissociable, and if practicing well, understood in the learner-oriented way, leads to virtue 

progress, then the concern for discontinuity is less concerning.   

3.3.5 Is Aristotle’s advice on hitting the mean bad?  
 

Virtue development is not easy. Aristotle tells us that “it takes work to be 

excellent, since in each case it takes work to find the mean [meson]—for example, not 

everyone can find the midpoint [meson] of a circle, but, rather, someone with knowledge” 
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(II 9, 1109b24-25). He offers three suggestions for helping our feelings aim at and hit the 

mean. The first suggestion is to pay attention to different kinds of feelings and their 

relation to particular virtues. Knowing “what it [each particular virtue] is, what it is 

concerned with, and in what way” helps us better direct our feelings towards the mean. 

This is the reason Aristotle goes through a list of particular virtues.      

The second suggestion is that we should steer our feelings away from the extreme 

that is more in error. Aristotle maintains that the two extremes associated with a virtue 

are not equally bad. For example, in the case of generosity, he claims that acquisitiveness 

“is a greater evil than wastefulness” (IV 2, 1122a14). The normative reason for regarding 

wastefulness as a worse extreme is not clear. Aristotle perhaps thinks that acquisitiveness 

is more often connected with “shameful profit” than wastefulness. Nevertheless, Aristotle 

offers a developmental reason. He believes that “the wasteful person who is left untutored 

changes in this direction, then, but, with supervision, he could reach the mean and be as 

one should” (1121b10). Acquisitiveness, by contrast, “is both incurable (for old age and 

any sort of incapacity seem to make people ungenerous) and more natural to human 

beings than wastefulness; for ordinary people are more disposed to love wealth than to 

give it away” (1121b10-15). This developmental reason also appears in Aristotle’s 

discussion of greatness of soul and mild-manneredness. He claims that “smallness of soul 

is more opposed to greatness of soul than conceitedness is, for it comes about more often 

and is worse” (IV 3, 1125a30). Likewise, irascibility is more opposed to mild-

manneredness because it “comes about more often, since it is more human to want 

revenge” (IV 5, 1126a29). Aristotle’s empirical observation may not be entirely accurate. 
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His suggestion, nevertheless, seems to be a good one: a learner should take particular care 

to avoid the extreme that is both easier to fall into and harder to correct. 

The third suggestion, in my opinion, is the most insightful one, though it is also the 

most controversial one. Peter Losin finds the suggestion good, whereas Curzer finds it bad. 

Let us examine Aristotle’s suggestion more carefully: 

We should also investigate what we ourselves are easily drawn toward, 
since different people are naturally inclined toward different things. This 
will become known to us from the pleasure and pain that the things bring 
about in us. And it is in the contrary direction that we should drag ourselves 
off, since it is by pulling well away from error that we shall attain the 
mean—as people do in rectifying distortion in pieces of wood. 
 
In everything, though, we must most of all guard against the pleasant—that 
is, pleasure; for we are not unbiased judges of it. Precisely the way, then, 
that the elders of the people felt about Helen, that is the way we ourselves 
should feel about pleasure, and on each occasion we should repeat what they 
uttered; for that way we shall send it off and be less in error. (II 9, 1109b1-
11). 

Losin interprets Aristotle’s advice of “pulling well away from error” as requiring that a 

learner may need to, in certain situations, “overcompensate, aiming at what (were [she] to 

land a shot there) would be wide of the mark.” This is because she “must realize that 

certain settings bring out the worst in [her], and try to avoid those settings, or (again) 

compensate for their tendency to bring out the worst in [her]” (1987, 339). Losin takes 

this advice to be a good one, and I agree.  

Curzer, however, argues that this advice is bad. He interprets Losin as saying that 

“a student of virtue should perform acts which seem vicious to him or her (because he or 

she is not yet a fully virtuous person), but which are actually virtuous acts” (1996, 143). 

Curzer argues that Losin misinterprets Aristotle’s metaphor, for she mistakenly thinks 

that Aristotle’s advice only requires learners to perform actions that appear vicious, but 

are not actually so. On Curzer’s interpretation, Aristotle’s advice entails performing 
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vicious acts because “we straighten a bent stick by bending it beyond straight to the other 

side, not by using its degree of curvature as a guide for bending it directly to the straight 

position” (ibid.). Curzer finds such a recommendation clearly bad. 

I believe Losin would readily concede to Curzer that Aristotle’s advice entails 

performing vicious actions, while still maintaining that the advice is good. This is 

because Curzer’s argument against Aristotle’s advice is itself problematic. Curzer argues 

that the advice is just bad, for “there is no reason to think that people with stingy 

tendencies will give excessively to charity to become liberal, or that encouraging people 

with rash tendencies to run from danger will engender” (ibid., 142). Curzer thinks that 

performing vicious actions is always bad for virtue development because he attributes an 

extreme view of viciousness to Aristotle that he would not accept. Curzer’s argument 

treats all actions that are not virtuous as vicious without discerning the degree of 

viciousness. According to Curzer, Aristotle recommends people who progress toward 

courage and liberality by “performing rash and prodigal acts,” the examples of which he 

gives are “picking fights with bigger kids and giving away their lunch money” (ibid.). 

These suggestions are indeed bad, but Aristotle would not recommend them. 

   Aristotle claims that “it is possible to err in many ways, whereas there is only 

one way to be correct” (II 6, 1106b30). He continues, “that is why erring is easy and 

being correct is difficult, since it is easy to miss the target but difficult to hit it” (ibid., 

1106b31). Curzer is correct in interpreting Aristotle as recommending “vicious actions” 

because everything except the one that hits the mean is vicious, and Aristotle explicitly 

suggests that “since it is extremely difficult to hit the mean, the second best course, as 

they say, is to ascertain the lesser of the evils, and that will best be done in the way we 
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say” (II 9, 1109a32-35). Yet, performing vicious action in itself is not necessarily a 

problem because some vicious actions are closer to the mean than to the extremes.18 

Therefore, Aristotle tells us that “It is not a person who deviates a little—whether toward 

excess or toward deficiency—who is blamed, however, but one who does so a lot, since 

someone like that does not escape notice” (1109b16-18). 

Curzer also overlooks a key insight in Aristotle’s advice. That is, “we are not 

unbiased judges of [pleasure].” Aristotle’s insight is not limited to pleasure, but let us 

focus on it for illustration. At a surface level, Aristotle’s advice can be read as claiming 

that virtue learners tend to make poor judgments about actions involving pleasure. We 

often choose pleasant actions when we should not—just as the Trojans should have sent 

Helen away rather than keeping her. Curzer interprets Aristotle as advising learners to 

“use their pleasures as a clue to indicate which acts to avoid” (1996, 145). He finds this 

advice “either superfluous or useless” because 

learners enjoy both virtuous and vicious acts, so they should not simply 
avoid whatever acts are pleasant for them. The fact that a learner finds an 
activity pleasant is, in itself, no reason to prefer or avoid that activity. 
Suppose a learner is wondering whether to perform a particular, pleasant 
act. If the learner knows that the act is vicious, then the learner does not 
need [this recommendation]. If the learner does not know, then [this 
recommendation] will not help. (ibid.) 
 

Curzer’s reasoning helps reveal what he overlooks. His argument presupposes that our 

judgments about virtue and vice are detached from our feelings and character. On his 

 
18 This issue is related to another problem of Aristotle’s advice pointed out by Curzer. He 
argues that the advice conflicts with Aristotle’s familiar claim that we become virtuous 
by performing virtuous actions. This alleged inconsistency stems from misunderstanding 
Aristotle’s use of “virtuous action.” As discussed in Section 4.1, Aristole does not use 
“virtuous action” to refer to acting virtuously. One can perform virtuous actions, so to 
speak, virtuously or viciously.    
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view, feelings function merely as clues—or, more precisely, as pieces of factual 

information—to be incorporated into a rational deliberative process that operates 

independently and autonomously from them. 

Aristotle’s advice, however, points in the opposite direction. His central insight is 

that our judgments arise from our character. He is not merely reminding us that we are 

biased toward certain actions; he is explaining why we are biased. We are biased because 

we are situated within our own character. The elders and the youth of Troy {perceive, 

feel, judge, and act} differently towards Helen’s beauty. The youth feel more intensively 

than the elders, and their decision to keep Helen reflects their feelings. Aristotle tells us 

that  

from abstaining from pleasures we become temperate and, having become 
so, are most capable of abstaining from them. Similarly, in the case of 
courage; for if we are habituated to despise frightening things and to endure 
them, we become courageous and, having become so, are most capable of 
enduring frightening things. (1104a35-1104b1) 
 

Our capability to abstain from pleasures or enduring fear is a manifestation of our 

character that determines how we {perceive, feel, judge and act}. As Julia Annas 

underscores, virtue is “a deep feature of the person,” “a disposition which is central to the 

person, to whom he or she is,” and “a disposition which expresses itself in acting, 

reasoning, and feeling in certain ways” (2011, 9).” Aristotle’s advice on paying attention 

to our own feelings, pace Curzer, is not merely a clue that guides particular actions. 

Rather, it underscores that we, as learners, must cultivate our character in order to 

become better judges. 
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3.3.6 Do the virtues of thought have any practical use?  

Aristotle’s insight that we are not unbiased judges points to the interwovenness of 

the virtues of character and the virtues of thought. We will explore this interwovenness 

further by examining the puzzle Aristotle raises about the virtues of thought: “what use 

they are?” (VI 12, 1143b16). The virtues of thought include theoretical wisdom and 

practical wisdom. I shall show that the virtues of character, practical wisdom, and 

theoretical wisdom support each other’s development. 

Aristotle implicitly clarifies two ways of interpreting the puzzle. On the one hand, 

the underlying concern of the puzzle is why theoretical wisdom or practical wisdom are 

choice-worthy. Addressing this concern, Aristotle reminds us that they are “intrinsically 

choice-worthy even if neither of them produces anything at all” because “each is the 

virtue of one of the two parts that have reason” (VI 12, 1144a1). Aristotle’s reply 

presupposes that virtue is intrinsically choice-worthy. In other words, it presupposes that 

virtue should be chosen for the sake of what is noble. Let me flag a question we will 

return to soon: How can a virtue learner grasp the intrinsic choice-worthiness of virtue?  

In spite of the intrinsic choice-worthiness of theoretical wisdom or practical 

wisdom, Aristotle tells us that they are also choice-worthy because they produce 

happiness. This raises the concern behind the second interpretation of the puzzle: the 

virtues of thought seem useless in producing happiness. With regard to theoretical 

wisdom, since it concerns only subjects that are eternal and does not help us grasp “any 

of the things from which a human being will come to be happy” (VI 12, 1143b16), how 

can it contribute to helping us live virtuously? With regard to practical wisdom, although 

it concerns things like “just and noble and good for human being,” it seems that 
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“knowledge of them in no way makes us better doers of them” (VI 12, 1143b22). In sum, 

the concern is: theoretical knowledge has nothing to do with virtue, and practical wisdom 

has nothing to do with action.    

Aristotle offers two replies. First, he reminds us that happiness is produced when 

“our function is completed in accord with virtue.” In other words, we are happy when we 

live virtuously, for the virtues are the excellences of our soul’s activities. In this sense, to 

possess the virtues is to possess the abilities, or skills, to engage in those activities 

excellently. Therefore, the virtues of thought or the virtues of character produce 

happiness by “being possessed and actualized” as “part of virtue as a whole” (VI 12, 

1144a4).  

 This reply, however, does not address the concern that practical wisdom does not 

make us better doers of virtuous actions. Living virtuously requires not merely possessing 

the capacity to act virtuously, but actually acting virtuously. 19 Aristotle’s second reply 

focuses on the connection between the virtues of character and the virtues of thought. To 

appreciate his reply, we need to distinguish two ways in which each type of virtue may 

contribute (or be useful) to acting virtuously: directly or indirectly. Previous 

commentators have focused primarily on the direct contribution, but the indirect 

contribution is equally significant.  

 Aristotle implicitly introduces this distinction when raising the following puzzle 

about practical wisdom:    

If, on the other hand, we are to say that being practically-wise is useful not 
for this but for becoming good, to those who are excellent it would be of no 

 
19 Aristotle explicitly states that “among the noble and good aspects of life it is those who 
act correctly [as opposed to those who are able to act correctly] who win the prizes” (I 8, 
1099a5). 
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use. Further, it would be of none to those who are not such, since it will 
make no difference whether they have it themselves or they put their trust 
in others who have it—that is, it would be enough for us to do just as we 
also do in the case of health. For we wish to be healthy but, all the same, we 
do not learn medicine [my emphasis]. (1143b29-32) 
 

In the first sentence of the passage, “this” refers to “being good,” which is contrasted 

with “becoming good.” Therefore, we have two distinct questions:  

Direct Contribution: How does practical wisdom contribute to being good? 
Indirect Contribution: How does practical wisdom contribute to becoming good? 
 

The Direct Contribution focuses on the role of practical wisdom in acting virtuously, 

whereas the Indirect Contribution focuses on the role of practical wisdom in cultivating 

virtues. Even if practical wisdom does not directly contribute to acting virtuously 

(because virtue of character is sufficient for that), it may still contribute indirectly by 

ensuring that one’s virtues of character are properly developed.   

Let us first examine how the virtues of character, practical wisdom, and 

theoretical wisdom directly contribute to acting virtuously. The contribution of the virtues 

of character and practical wisdom are relatively straightforward. Aristotle states that 

“virtue [of character] makes the target correct, and practical wisdom furthers it” (VI 12, 

1144a9). More specifically, the virtues of character “make the deliberate choice correct,” 

and practical wisdom prescribes “whatever should naturally be done for the sake of 

carrying it out” (VI 12, 1144a20).  

For example, a courageous soldier may deliberately choose to endure his fear in a 

crucial battle by accepting an order to take down the enemy’s general. Without practical 

wisdom, however, he would be unable to identify the best means of accomplishing this 

task, which would hinder the realization of his end. Conversely, a soldier who knows an 

effective way to eliminate the enemy’s general with a risk that is serious, though not 
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fatal, might nevertheless refuse the order because he judges the risk too great to endure. 

Such a soldier would be clever but not practically wise. A practically wise person 

possesses the noble starting-point that disposes him to choose virtuous action. Thus, 

acting virtuously requires both virtue of character and practical wisdom.  

Does theoretical wisdom have a role in virtuous action? It seems that theoretical 

wisdom is totally separated from the practical domain. Aristotle tells us that 

understanding is the most divine and superior element in human beings. Theoretical 

wisdom, as the excellence of understanding, is therefore the most superior virtue. A 

contemplative life in accordance with theoretical wisdom is the happiest (X 7). Aristotle 

makes the practical life sound almost undesirable by suggesting that  

A person who is contemplating, by contrast, needs none of these things 
[virtuous actions], at any rate for the activity. On the contrary, one might 
say that they are even impediments, at any rate to his contemplating. But 
insofar as he is a human being and is living with many other people, he 
chooses to do the actions that are in accord with virtue and so will need such 
things for living a human life. (X 8, 1178b1-5)       
 

Admitting that we are, after all, human, he concedes that the life in accord with the virtues 

of character and practical wisdom is “happiest in a secondary way” (X 8, 1178a9).  

 Yet, I think that theoretical wisdom does contribute to acting virtuously. As 

suggested earlier, acting virtuously requires three components, as illustrated in Aristotle’s 

description of a courageous person, who endures the fearful things “in the way he should, 

in the way reason prescribes, and for the sake of what is noble” (III 7, 1115b6-10). The 

virtues of character and practical wisdom ensure that a person endures the fear in the way 

he should and in the way reason prescribes. However, they are insufficient because the 

agent must also act for the sake of what is noble. In order to do so, the person needs a 

direct grasp of the noble (kalon) through understanding (nous).  
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 Grasping the noble is clearly a starting-point, but it is not simply being able to 

identify which action is just or unjust, which is the starting-point established through 

habituated character. Aristotle tells us that we “get a theoretical grasp on some starting-

points through induction, some through perception, some through some sort of 

habituation, and others through other means” (I 7, 1098b1). Reeve suggests that 

“understanding” involves a form of induction carried out through dialectic, a 

paradigmatic example of which is Socratic elenchus.  

Yet, I believe understanding the noble differs from Socratic elenchus, which seeks 

to arrive at a conceptual definition through deducing contradictions from reputable 

beliefs. First, as Michael Ferejohn (2008,13) argues, Socratic elenchus can only provide 

negative knowledge of what the starting-point is not, rather than positive knowledge of 

what the starting point is. Second, even if the Socratic method provides tentative positive 

knowledge with the help of the method of elimination, the resulting knowledge remains 

largely a conceptual one.  

Understanding the noble, in my opinion, belongs to “the other means.” It is akin 

to the means some people rely on to have a direct grasp of the divine, which remains 

opaque to those who lack the relevant experience. Such understanding may involve 

conceptual reflection, but it is clearly more than that. Since I cannot claim to possess a 

direct grasp of the noble myself, I will refrain from pursuing this issue further.   

Our discussion has shown that the virtues of character, practical wisdom, and 

theoretical wisdom all contribute to acting virtuously, and that none can be absent. This 

interconnection of the three parts also appears in their indirect contributing to virtuous 

action through virtue development. To see it, we need only recall Aristotle’s model of 



 

 96 

virtue development—becoming virtuous by doing virtuous actions. A learner becomes 

virtuous through practicing well, which involves performing virtuous actions with 

increasing mastery of all three dimensions over time. In short, practicing well at different 

stages engages the virtues of character, practical wisdom, and theoretical wisdom 

appropriate to those stages.  

We will conclude with one final puzzle: how can excellence in the practical life 

contribute to excellence in the contemplative life? Aristotle raises this puzzle in terms of 

the relationship between practical wisdom and theoretical wisdom:  

It would seem absurd if practical wisdom, though inferior to theoretical 
wisdom, were to have more control than it. Yet it is what produces each 
thing that rules and issues prescriptions concerning it. (VI 12, 1144b33)   
    

Aristotle replies by saying that practical wisdom 
 

does not control either theoretical wisdom or the better part any more than 
medicine controls health, since it does not use it but sees to its coming into 
being. So it prescribes for its sake, but not to it. (VI 13, 1145a6-9)  
  

What does Aristotle have in mind when suggesting that practical wisdom helps 

theoretical wisdom develop by “seeing to its coming into being?”  

Drawing on Aristotle’s claim in Magna Moralia that virtue is “a sort of steward of 

theoretical wisdom, procuring leisure for it and its function by restraining and moderating 

the feelings” (MM I 35, 1198b17–19), Reeve suggests that “the goal at which practical 

wisdom aims in designing a constitution (at any rate, in ideal circumstances) is leisure” 

(2016, 211). This reading fits Reeve’s overall strategy of treating the Ethics as a work 

addressed to well-prepared legislators. Practical wisdom can indeed contribute to the 

contemplative life in this way. Nevertheless, practical wisdom, together with the virtues 

of character, also contributes to a contemplative life by “restraining and moderating the 
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feelings.” Choosing to engage in contemplative activity is itself a practical choice. Like 

any virtuous action, it involves deliberation. Recall Aristotle’s insight that we are not 

unbiased judges. To appreciate the contemplative life, we must already be virtuous in a 

practical sense. Our character must hit the mean so that our feelings are restrained and 

moderated in a proper way to enjoy living a virtuous life, one that is practical and 

contemplative at the same time.                 

If living virtuously is our goal, how can we benefit from reading the Ethics? On 

the one hand, we should not approach it as a merely theoretical treatise. It offers guidance 

on how to cultivate virtue that must be put into practice. On the other hand, we must also 

engage seriously with its theoretical difficulties. Identifying the starting-points and 

tracing the arguments from and toward them is itself an exercise of the theoretical part of 

the soul. 
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4. It Takes Time to Extend Compassion 
 

David Nivison’s 1980 paper “Mencius and Motivation” initiated a rich and 

ongoing discussion on Mengzi 1A7.1 This dialogue between Mengzi and King Xuan 

addresses a crucial topic for understanding Mengzi’s ethics— “extending compassion” 

(tui en 推恩). Mengzi posits that everyone has a natural tendency towards being 

compassionate, which can be transformed into the virtue of benevolence (ren 仁) through 

the process of tui en. The passage is particularly intriguing for commentators because it 

includes not only Mengzi’s explicit explanation of tui en, but also a concrete example of 

Mengzi applying it. In the story, Mengzi seeks to foster King Xuan’s compassion towards 

his suffering subjects by reminding the king of an instance where he spared an ox from 

ritual slaughter out of compassion. Mengzi argues that this same compassion can be 

extended (tui 推) to his people. Interpreting tui en, commentators analyze not only 

Mengzi’s explanation but also his practical attempt to extend the king’s compassion. 

How does Mengzi’s conversation with King Xuan facilitate his aim of extending the 

king’s compassion? 

Nivison proposes two interpretations of Mengzi’s aim, each aligned with a 

different view of tui en. According to the first interpretation, Mengzi aims to prompt the 

king to immediately extend his feelings and be moved to take immediate action. The 

second interpretation suggests that Mengzi aims to bring about a long-term change in the 

king, so he will act on his compassion in the future (1980, 108). The key difference 

 
1 1 When engaging with Nivison’s paper, I refer to the version found in The Ways of 
Confucianism, a collection of his papers published in 1996. This is the most widely cited 
version, which is a synthesis of earlier unpublished works that culminated in Nivison’s 
1980 paper, prepared by Bryan Van Norden and approved by Nivison. 
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between these interpretations is that the second requires careful cultivation over time 

(ibid., 108-9). This gradual process means that Mengzi aims only to initiate, not 

complete, the extension of compassion during his conversation with the king. I will label 

the first view (and its associated interpretation) as the “immediate extension” view 

(interpretation) and the second view (and its associated interpretation) as the “gradual 

extension” view (interpretation).   

Nivison believes that Mengzi expresses the gradual extension view in other 

passages such as 2A2, and this view is philosophically more plausible than the immediate 

extension view. Yet, he finds it difficult to apply the gradual extension interpretation to 

passage 1A7, for when Mengzi talks to King Xuan in the passage, he “seems to want 

immediate action, and seems to see no reason why he shouldn’t get it” (ibid.). As a result, 

Nivison concludes that Mengzi holds both views and “is led from the over-simple ‘you 

can do it’ position of 1A7 to a more sophisticated conception that one will need to 

‘cultivate’ (yang 养) oneself carefully. The most memorable discussion of this is in 2A2” 

(ibid.).    

Attributing the immediate extension interpretation to 1A7 raises two problems. 

First, it requires Mengzi to hold two views that are inconsistent. Second, attributing the 

immediate extension interpretation to 1A7 imposes a weak view on Mengzi. Nivison 

argues:  

If Mencius is (as he is) saying, “You have the capacity to feel strongly 
enough about this to act. Just apply that capacity and act!” he seems to be 
overlooking the fact that even if (as many would not grant at all) it is 
possible for me deliberately to reshape myself emotionally, surely I can’t 
do this just as I might lift a feather in the air. If I try simply to force myself 
to do the “right” thing, I may simply incur all the cost of being moral 
without attaining the substance of it. (ibid.) 
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To spare Mengzi from these two problems, I will defend the gradual extension 

interpretation of 1A7. Moreover, I will argue that adopting the gradual extension 

interpretation has important philosophical implications beyond exegesis.   

4.1 The Gradual Extension Interpretation of 1A7 

My defense of the gradual extension interpretation rests on two presuppositions. 

First, what Mengzi means by King Xuan successfully extending compassion is not 

merely the passing of policies that protect his people. If tui en simply required King Xuan 

to pass some policies, then the immediate extension interpretation would be more 

appropriate than the gradual extension interpretation. 2 For example, Mengzi could have 

tried to trick the king into passing such policies by massaging his ego. Yet, tui en requires 

the king to protect his people with the heart of benevolence (ren 仁). Mengzi tells us in 

4B19 that a true king like Shun “acts out of benevolence and righteousness, not merely 

performing acts of benevolence and righteousness [for other purposes]” (you renyi xing 

fei xing renyi ye由仁義行，非行仁義也). In 6B4, Mengzi argues that the proper way to 

persuade the kings of Qin and Chu to abandon their plans for war is not by emphasizing 

the costs of warfare, but by convincing them that such actions contradict the virtue of 

benevolence (ren). Since tui en requires the extension of one’s heart of compassion, the 

gradual extension interpretation is prima facie equally, if not more, plausible than the 

immediate extension interpretation.3 

 
2 Waldemar Brys (2025) recently defends this view.  
3 Nivison agrees with this presupposition. In the voice of Mengzi, Nivison explains tui en 
as “What I’m trying to get the king to do is not just to issue some orders that will result in 
lightening the hardships of his people, but to do this with a particular motivation, namely, 
a lively and animated concern for their suffering” (1980: 99). Dongfang Shuo东⽅朔 
(2019) also points out that the subject of Mengzi’s extension is the heart of compassion.  
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Second, Mengzi predominantly expresses the gradual extension view throughout 

the book, except in 1A7, where he seems to suggest the immediate extension view. This 

presupposition makes the passage fit inconsistently with the rest of the text, which creates 

the two problems discussed in the previous section. Therefore, my strategy focuses on 

defending the plausibility of the gradual extension interpretation rather than challenging 

the immediate extension interpretation of 1A7. More specifically, I aim to explain why 

the parts of the passage that seem to support the immediate extension interpretation can 

be interpreted differently. If the gradual extension interpretation is plausible, it will have 

the advantage of avoiding the two problems created by the immediate extension 

interpretation. In addition, I will also argue that the gradual extension interpretation 

resolves a problem internal to 1A7 that is created by the immediate extension 

interpretation. 

Before demonstrating the plausibility of the gradual extension interpretation of 

1A7, I shall present three sets of textual evidence to support my second presupposition. 

First, Mengzi compares cultivating one’s moral tendencies to growing plants from 

sprouts (2A2, 6A7, 6A8). This process takes time and effort and cannot occur instantly. 

Among these passages, the story of the farmer from Song in 2A2 provides the most vivid 

example. In the story, worried that his sprouts were not growing, the farmer tries to help 

(zhu 助) them by pulling on them. Unsurprisingly, he ends up killing them. One of the 

messages Mengzi wants to convey in this story is that patience is required in cultivating 

our moral sprouts. Although progress may not be visible on a daily basis, if we persist in 
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doing the right things, growth will occur. More importantly, forcing the process is 

detrimental.4 

Second, Mengzi often speaks of nurturing (yang 飬) one’s heart. The term “yang

飬”—which may also be translated as “nourish,” “raise,” “cultivate,” or “care”—is 

closely associated with a continual process. Mengzi uses the term to talk about nourishing 

one’s body (6A13, 6A14), fostering children (1A5, 4B30), caring for elders (3A3, 

4A13,4B13, 5A4, 6B7, 7A22); caring for the people (1B13, 3A4, 4B16); nourishing 

one’s living (1A3), cultivating farmland (3A3, 6A7), and raising domesticated animals 

(5A9). When he turns to the themes of nurturing the heart (7B35), Mengzi says that one 

needs to yang 飬 one’s courage (yong 勇) (2A2), floodlike qi (haoran zhi qi 浩然之氣) 

(2A2), will (zhi 志) (4A19), and nature (xing 性) (7A1). His use of the term suggests that 

cultivating one’s heart is a gradual and sustained process. 

Third, Mengzi often reminds us of the difficulty of becoming and remaining a 

virtuous person and the importance of continual learning. In 4B28, he tells us that a 

distinguishing mark of the noble person (junzi 君子) is their constant practice of self-

reflection, born from a lifelong concern that they may not yet be virtuous enough. They 

look to the Sage King Shun as their exemplar and strive to emulate his virtue. Besides 

noble people, Mengzi also discusses the importance of educating children (4A18) and the 

common people (min 民) (3A3, 5A7, 5B4, 7A14). 

For Mengzi, virtue is not something permanently secured once attained. Quoting 

the Odes, he (6A6) tells us that we can acquire virtue if we pursue it, but we will lose it if 

 
4 For a critical rewview of various interpretations of Mengzi’s criticism of the Song 
farmer, see Gus Law (2020, 541-552).  
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we stop pursuing (qiu ze de zhi, she ze shi zhi 求則得之，舍則失之). Although our moral 

tendencies are naturally directed toward virtue, they will not grow if we intentionally 

harm them (6A8) or fail to care for them (6A9). To underscore the importance of active 

effort, Mengzi (6A9) offers the example of learning to play Go: two students of equal 

talent study with the best teacher in the state, yet only one excels. The difference, he 

explains, lies in the better student’s dedicated commitment (zhuanxin zhizhi 专心致志), 

while the other is distracted by thoughts unrelated to Go. An important way of learning, 

according to Mengzi, is recognizing and correcting one’s mistakes (2A8, 2B4, 2B9, 3B8). 

In 6B15, he remarks that people can learn from mistakes only if they commit them 

regularly (ren heng guo, ranhou neng gai 人恒过，然后能改). This may imply that 

recognizing one’s errors requires time and that genuine correction often demands 

repeated attempts. Using a variety of metaphors and analogies, Mengzi makes it clear that 

learning from mistakes is a continuing, lifelong process. 

The evidence above supports the claim that the immediate extension interpretation 

of 1A7 is an inconsistent fit with Mengzi. Let us now examine why this passage is 

interpreted this way and how it can be interpreted differently. Mengzi’s discussion with 

King Xuan on the connection between compassion and true Kingship (wang 王) provides 

crucial textual support for the immediate extension interpretation. After recognizing his 

heart of compassion through a conversation with Mengzi—prompted by the incident of 

replacing an ox with a sheep during a ritual ceremony—King Xuan asks Mengzi to 

explain the relationship between compassion and true kingship. Mengzi responds by 

questioning whether the king would believe someone who claims that he can lift a 

hundred jun 鈞 (equivalent to 1,500 kg) but cannot lift a feather, or that this sight is sharp 
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enough to see the tip of a bird’s hair but incapable of seeing a cartload of firewood. After 

the king denies this possibility, Mengzi suggests that King Xuan, whose compassion 

extends to an animal but not to his people, is similar to someone who can lift a hundred 

jun but refuses to lift a feather. Mengzi concludes that King Xuan can extend his 

compassion to his people but chooses not to. 

Nivison claims that Mengzi overlooks the fact that King Xuan cannot extend his 

compassion as easily as lifting a feather in the air (1980, 109).5 This suggests that 

Nivison interprets Mengzi as directly comparing the king’s ability to extend compassion 

with his ability to lift a feather. Since the king can certainly lift a feather immediately 

without training, Nivison assumes this comparison implies that the king can also extend 

his compassion immediately without virtue cultivation. Although Nivison offers a natural 

and intuitive reading of Mengzi’s examples, he overlooks the possibility that Mengzi 

does not expect them to be understood literally as direct comparisons or strict analogies 

between the king’s ability to extend compassion and his ability to lift a feather.6 

A closer look at these examples reveals their rhetorical effect. Mengzi likely did 

not expect the king to interpret them literally and to believe that someone could “lift a 

hundred jun” or “scrutinize the tip of a bird’s autumn hair.” Mengzi’s style is 

corroborated by the following examples. When asked about the difference between 

“cannot (bu neng 不能)” and “do not (bu wei 不爲),” Mengzi chooses the example of 

“tucking Mount Tai under one’s arm and jumping over the North Sea” to illustrate a case 

of “cannot” and “massaging and scratching an elder’s itches” to illustrate a case of “do 

 
5 See page 2 in this paper for the full quotation.  
6 Mengzi often warns people against reading the Classics too literally. See 6B3, and 
7A32, 7B3. 
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not.”7 These examples are effective rhetorical devices but ineffective for helping King 

Xuan or anyone else determine whether they are capable of doing something. While it is 

obvious to the king that extending his compassion to his people is not as absurd as 

tucking Mount Tai under one’s arm and jumping over the North Sea, he may still wonder 

whether extending his compassion is like jumping over the North Sea without carrying 

anything—a task that remains impossible for him. 

The ineffectiveness of Mengzi’s examples in answering the king’s question 

invites an alternative understanding of how they are used. Instead of a direct comparison 

between the king’s ability to extend his compassion and his ability to lift a feather, the 

key message Mengzi wants to convey, perhaps with a sense of humor to attract King 

Xuan’s attention and interest, is that the difference between “cannot” and “do not” is 

quite stark and obvious in the king’s case. Although Mengzi alludes that the king can 

extend his compassion but does not do it, he does not necessarily think that the king can 

do so immediately. Reading the examples literally erases an important ambiguity in the 

term “can” or “be able to” (neng 能). These terms may refer either to one’s potentiality or 

one’s present capability. Achieving potentiality requires development or cultivation 

before it can be realized, while activating present capability only requires an appropriate 

 
7 Bojun Yang 楊伯峻 (2014) notes that three interpretations of the sentence “wei zhang 
zhe zhe zhi 為長者折枝” have been suggested by early commentators: (i) collect kindling 
for an elder; (ii) bowing respectfully to an elder; or (iii) massage and scratch itches for an 
elder. The rhetorical force of this example depends on the choice of interpretation. 
Among these interpretations, (iii) is the least commonly used one, but it has the greatest 
rhetorical force. For the purpose of highlighting and appreciating Mengzi’s consistent use 
of metaphorical expressions in this conversation, I choose (iii) to interpret the last 
example. Mengzi chooses the example of “scratching itches for an elder” because it will 
probably trigger King Xuan’s strong repulsion just to think about doing it himself, 
although it is a task that he can do.   
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trigger. For example, if “can” refers to present capability, my wife can run a half-

marathon in under two and a half hours, but she cannot run it in under two hours. 

However, if “can” refers to potentiality, she could run it in under two hours with training, 

though running it in under one hour—a time near the current world record—is 

impossible. 

Similarly, the claim “King Xuan can extend his compassion to his people” may 

refer either to the king’s present capability or to his potentiality. The immediate extension 

interpretation suggests that King Xuan has the present capability to extend his 

compassion, whereas the gradual extension interpretation suggests that he is currently 

incapable but has the potential to do so after cultivation. By interpreting Mengzi’s 

examples literally, Nivison eliminates the ambiguity in “can do,” confining his 

interpretation to the immediate extension interpretation. 

In addition to these examples, Nivison supports the immediate interpretation of 

1A7 with Mengzi’s explicit explanation of tui en, which is less metaphorical. After the 

discussion about the difference between “cannot” and “do not,” Mengzi begins 

explaining tui en. He claims that tui en starts from treating elders and young of one’s own 

family appropriately and then extends the similar treatment to the elders and young of 

other families. He quotes passages from the Odes, stating that an official should start 

from setting a model for his wife, then extend his model to his brothers, and then extend 

to the family of the state. Mengzi describes this process as “simply picking up this heart 

and putting it down over there (ju si xin jia zhu bi ci er yi 舉斯心加諸彼而已).” Nivison 

interprets this claim as expressing the immediate extension view, emphasizing that 

extending one’s compassion is as simple as “moving a chess piece” (1980, 109). 
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However, Mengzi’s claim may emphasize something else. Instead of stressing the 

immediate readiness of extending one’s heart, Mengzi may be highlighting that the 

process of extension relies on everyone’s existing moral tendencies. A key part of tui en 

involves utilizing our existing moral tendencies and expanding (kuochong 括充) them so 

that they can reach people outside our family. Based on Mengzi’s discussions in other 

parts of his book, we know that these existing moral tendencies are like “sprouts” (duan 

端), which require careful effort and time to grow into fully developed virtues.8 As 

Dongfang points out, a key challenge for early and later Confucians was explaining how 

the process of tui en could break through the family circle without undermining its 

special role upheld by Confucians.9 This discussion of tui en as the expansion of one’s 

heart does not presuppose the immediate extension view. In fact, if tui en involves not 

only extending compassion to those outside the family, but also establishing the right 

kind of compassion based on different relationships,10 then the gradual extension view is 

more plausible because extension cannot be the simple transfer of a feeling one already is 

presently capable of having. 

My previous defense of the gradual extension interpretation of 1A7 rests on the 

presupposition that Mengzi predominantly advocates for the gradual extension view in 

his writings. However, apart from this presupposition, the gradual extension 

interpretation holds an additional advantage over the immediate extension interpretation 

in addressing a specific issue within 1A7. After discussing tui en with King Xuan, 

 
8 See David Wong (2015, 162-173) for a discussion of Mengzi’s sprout metaphor.  
9 In the next section, I will comment on this difference of focus between the Chinese-
speaking tradition and the English-speaking tradition. 
10 See 3A5, 3B9, 7A45, 7A46 
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Mengzi attempts to persuade the king to enact benevolent policies because these policies 

would lead to the strong state that the king desires. In other words, Mengzi appeals to 

King Xuan’s political ambition rather than to his heart of compassion to motivate him to 

act. According to the first presupposition of my argument, tui en aims at cultivating the 

heart of benevolence (ren 仁) rather than merely performing certain actions. In this case, 

however, Mengzi explicitly encourages the king to act for the sake of strengthening his 

state, which is not directly connected to the heart of ren. The immediate extension 

interpretation struggles to account for Mengzi’s strategy here because it assumes that 

Mengzi’s approach should result in the immediate and complete extension of King 

Xuan’s compassion, even though it is evident that this strategy cannot achieve that. 

The gradual extension interpretation, on the other hand, resolves this issue by 

interpreting Mengzi’s strategy differently. Mengzi is not attempting to complete the 

extension of compassion during his conversation with King Xuan; rather, he is trying to 

initiate the process of virtue cultivation in the king. By appealing to King Xuan’s 

ambition, Mengzi is taking the first step toward helping the king develop genuine 

compassion for his people. One may question whether Mengzi’s strategy is effective or 

not. A key assumption of this approach is that one can cultivate genuine benevolence 

through the performance of benevolent actions, even if those actions are initially 

motivated by inappropriate intentions (i.e., driven by self-interest or political ambition). 

This assumption is open to challenge. In the next section, I will briefly explore this issue 

and other philosophical implications of the gradual extension interpretation of 1A7. 
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4.2 Philosophical Implications  

In the previous section, I proposed the gradual extension interpretation of 1A7 as 

a plausible alternative to the immediate extension interpretation. I argued that the gradual 

extension interpretation offers three advantages over the immediate extension 

interpretation. First, it does not attribute an inconsistent position to Mengzi, as he 

consistently holds the gradual extension view throughout his work. Second, it spares 

Mengzi from the philosophically weak position that one can extend compassion 

immediately. Third, it better explains Mengzi’s strategy of appealing to the king’s 

political ambition to extend his compassion.  

Thus far, the discussion has focused on attributing a view to Mengzi through 

exegesis, which may raise the concern of whether such work bears any significant 

philosophical implication. To illustrate the philosophical significance of the gradual 

interpretation of 1A7, let me start by noting the entanglement between interpreting a text 

and extracting philosophical insight from it. We typically judge an interpretation as 

philosophically significant insofar as it illuminates issues that concern us. However, our 

philosophical concerns and presuppositions also shape how we interpret the text. 

Interpretation is always, as Kwong-Loi Shun points out, “an interplay between a text 

from the past and our present concerns and conceptions” (2009, 466). Therefore, in 

engaging in interpretation, we inevitably bring in our own presuppositions because there 

is no completely detached standpoint from which to interpret. Still, presuppositions admit 

of degrees: the more we introduce presuppositions that diverge from those of the original 

thinker, the more likely we are to misconstrue the intended view. 
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Why, then, should we seek a more faithful interpretation at all? Isn’t it sufficient 

if an interpretation sheds light on philosophical issues that interest us? Depending on 

one’s project, that might be sufficient. However, we should notice two caveats. First, 

even misinterpretations can provide meaningful insights. For example, an atheist might 

read Nietzsche’s famous sentence “God is dead” as a liberating rejection of theism. The 

atheist, nonetheless, may never read the two sentences which follow immediately after 

that one: “God remains dead. And we have killed him.” Reading these sentences together 

hints at a different interpretation of Nietzsche’s concern. He might want the atheist to 

reflect on the troubling consequences of “killing” God. Second, neglecting the original 

thinker’s view risks a self-reinforcing loop: our antecedent commitments shape our 

interpretations, and those interpretations in turn consolidate the very commitments that 

produced them. When that happens, interpretation ceases to be an activity of learning 

new things and challenging our own assumptions. 

Seeking a more faithful interpretation is ultimately a practice of intellectual 

humility. By asking questions like “Is this what Mengzi has in mind,” we are consciously 

checking the potential biases we might introduce to the interpretation. One source of 

those biases, as we have seen, is the philosophical interests and agendas in which we are 

always (often unwittingly) situated. The familiar appeal to the Principle of Charity 

illustrates the point. This well-intentioned principle advises us to attribute the more 

plausible views to the original thinkers, but it rarely asks whose standard of plausibility 

should be used. Often, the interpreters evaluate the view based on what they themselves 

find plausible, or what is agreed upon in the field. This practice risks screening out what 

is surprising or unfamiliar in the text, which undermines a central benefit of comparative 
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and historical inquiry: the opportunity for learning from genuinely different traditions. 

Finding something surprising, uncommon, or “less plausible” should be expected rather 

than excluded. It provides a starting point for critical self-reflection. None of this shows 

that we should abandon our interests or the Principle of Charity. Interpretation is, as 

noted, a delicate interplay between text and reader. All I want to suggest is that we should 

strive for a more faithful interpretation as an intentional practice of mitigating our own 

biases.  

Why think the gradual interpretation of 1A7 more faithful? The exegesis in the 

previous section provides one piece of evidence. Another piece of evidence emerges once 

we surface the philosophical interests that motivate the immediate interpretation. In the 

rest of the paper, I critically review the literature on 1A7 to show how those interests are 

deeply rooted in Western philosophy. I also aim to articulate several important but 

overlooked questions that are associated with the gradual interpretation. Although recent 

scholarship has begun to address them, the discussion remains at a relatively early stage. I 

believe the questions associated with the gradual extension interpretation deserve more 

attention, so attributing it to 1A7 may redirect attention toward these questions—an 

outcome of genuine philosophical significance. 

The central question associated with the immediate extension interpretation, as 

Nivison puts it, is: “How is moral action possible?” (1980, 96). This question traces back 

to the debate between Socrates and Aristotle on the weakness of will (akrasia). While 

Socrates argues that knowing what the best action is at any given moment is sufficient for 
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a free person to act accordingly, Aristotle rejects this view. 11 The question resurfaces 

with the philosophies of Kant and Hume. The Kantian (or Anti-Humean) view holds that 

reason (or judgment) alone is sufficient to motivate moral action, whereas the Humean 

view argues that conative states, such as emotions, feelings, or desires, are necessary.12 

The key issue underlying this question is the motivational efficacy of reason versus 

emotion. 

According to Nivison, Mengzi’s understanding of tui en in 1A7 suggests an 

overly simple view that regards reason as sufficient to motivate moral action.13 The 

subsequent discussion centers on addressing Nivison’s concern. David Wong (2002) 

categorizes earlier responses to Nivison into two types. The “logical extension” 

interpretation of tui en asserts that Mengzi attempts to help King Xuan recognize his 

reason to be compassionate toward his people through a logical argument that exposes 

the king’s inconsistency in judgment. Proponents of this view attempt to meet Nivison’s 

challenge either by arguing that reason alone is indeed sufficient to motivate moral action 

 
11 Socrates denied the possibility of weakness of will in the Protagoras. He declared, “no 
one who either knows or believes that there is another possible course of action, better 
than the one he is following, will ever continue on his present course” (Protagoras 358b–
c). Aristotle challenges Socrates’ view in the Nicomachean Ethics, Book VII 2-3. 
12 The issue is known from Hume’s famous claim in Treatise of Human Nature that 
“reason is and ought only to be the slave of the passions.” 
13 Here is the quotation from Nivison, which can also be found on page 2 of this paper:  

“If Mencius is (as he is) saying, “You have the capacity to feel strongly 
enough about his to act. Just apply that capacity and act!” he seems to be 
overlooking the fact that even if (as many would not grant at all) it is 
possible for me deliberately to reshape myself emotionally, surely I can’t 
do this just as I might lift a feather in the air. If I try simply to force myself 
do the “right” thing, I may simply incur all the cost of being moral without 
attaining the substance of it. 

“As he is” indicates that Nivison attributes the overly simple view to Mengzi in 1A7. I do 
not claim that Nivison attributes this view to Mengzi in other passages. As I have pointed 
out earlier, Nivison believes that Mengzi holds inconsistent views in his work.     
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or by contending that feeling can be generated through an appeal to logical consistency. 14 

On the other hand, the “emotive extension” interpretation tends to address Nivison’s 

challenge by arguing that the king already has the capacity to feel compassion for his 

people before his conversation with Mengzi, and Mengzi merely helps him reconnect 

with this feeling of compassion. 15 

Wong finds both interpretations unsatisfactory for two reasons. On the one hand, 

he does not think Mengzi has in mind the dichotomy of reason and emotion on which 

both interpretations rely.16 He believes: 

Mengzi held a picture of the role of emotion in moral motivation that 
militates against a general separation of reason from emotion. In particular, 
this picture implies that having an emotion such as compassion can involve 
the recognition of reasons to act in certain ways.  (1991, 31) 

On the other hand, Wong does not believe that Mengzi advocates for the immediate 

extension view. In his initial discussion of the issue, Wong suggests that it is “mysterious 

why Mencius should demand immediate compassionate action from the king” (ibid., 40). 

Later, Wong more clearly embraces the gradual extension interpretation by proposing 

“developmental extension” as a third alternative to the previous two interpretations. This 

view “holds that Mencian extension involves significant alteration, expansion, or 

refinement of emotional capacities, and that such change cannot come about merely 

through the recognition of logical consistency [my emphasis]” (2002, 10). The notion of 

 
14 See Myeong-seok Kim (2010; 2014) for the former view and Kwong-loi Shun (1989) 
for the latter view.  
15 See Bryan Van Norden (1991), Craig Ihara (1991), and Manyul Im (1999) for this 
view.  
16 The discussions among other scholars after Wong’s 1991 paper still fit the dichotomy.   
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“significant alteration, expansion, or refinement” implies the need for cultivation, which 

cannot be achieved during the brief conversation between King Xuan and Mengzi. 

Since the immediate extension interpretation is the default understanding of tui en 

in 1A7, and 1A7 is a crucial passage for understanding tui en, the subsequent discussion 

centers on related questions about the motivational efficacy of reason and emotion. 

Wong’s “developmental extension” is often portrayed as a hybrid account of reason and 

emotion, suggesting that reason and emotion are both necessary for motivating moral 

actions. Participants in this discussion attempt to determine whether Mengzi 

acknowledges the dichotomy between reason and emotion; if not, they debate whether it 

is reason or emotion that King Xuan lacks, and how Mengzi seeks to provide the missing 

component through his conversation with the king. However, this treatment of Wong’s 

account tends to marginalize its developmental aspect and the philosophical questions 

related to it.  

Paying attention to the gradual extension interpretation of tui en helps us 

recognize the different philosophical questions that Mengzi seeks to address. Rather than 

focusing on the motivational efficacy of reason and emotion, Mengzi is more concerned 

with how to cultivate our moral tendencies, such as the heart of compassion, into its 

mature form, benevolence (ren). The key issue thus shifts from the roles of reason and 

emotion to the process of cultivating them. Scholars have begun to engage with this issue 

in recent discussions. Currently, the exploration of the developmental process still 

reflects the earlier focus on the dichotomy between reason and emotion, though it is now 
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framed in terms of rational and non-rational processes (or cognitive and affective 

processes). 17 

Emily MacRae and Myeong-seok Kim suggest that tui en is a purely rational 

process. Their interpretations stem from the belief that King Xuan starts with full-fledged 

compassion. MacRae asserts that “the feeling [of compassion] itself, in terms of one’s 

subjective experience (for instance, its intensity or its effects in the body), need not 

change, although the duration of the feeling or the frequency with which one experiences 

it may change as one practices extension” (2011, 590). Based on this belief, MacRae 

argues that what is actually extended in Mengzi’s method of extension is not the feeling 

itself, but “the object or target of the feeling” (ibid.). She posits that this extension can be 

achieved through “a rational process that interacts with our beliefs, imaginations, and 

value judgments” (ibid., 595). She proposes three specific ways of using a rational 

process to extend the target of one’s compassion: (1) careful examination of one’s heart, 

(2) reflection on human nature, the nature of virtue and the nature of its cultivation, and 

(3) assessment and manipulation of those beliefs, judgments and images that trigger, 

maintain, heighten, and lessen our affective states. For MacRae, emotions like 

compassion are dependent on beliefs and value judgments, so the best way to extend the 

target of one’s compassion is to work on those beliefs and judgments. Kim provides 

greater detail on the mechanisms of the rational process suggested by (3). Drawing on 

empirical studies, he suggests that the extension is accomplished by establishing 

 
17 Following Zhu Xi朱熹, Chinese scholars focus on the tension between prioritizing 
family relationships and extending love beyond one’s family. See Qingpin Liu 刘清平 
(2005), Fengjun Zhang张丰君 (2012), Kai Li 李凯 (2012), Dongfang Shuo 东⽅朔 
(2019), Kaiyuan Wang 王开元(2023), and Jifen Li 李记芬 (2024).  
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appropriate links between one’s moral emotion and the targeted objects. The links 

include implicit and explicit ones, which can be established through associative and 

propositional processes respectively (2022, 380-7).  

While MacRae and Kim interpret extension as a purely rational process, Wong 

has explored the reciprocal influence between rational and non-rational processes. Wong 

argues that Confucian thinkers perhaps understand the process of virtue cultivation (as 

well as different mental states) holistically, rather than breaking it down into different 

component parts (2015, 167-8). Wong’s discussion of reflection provides a good example 

of the holistic approach (2023, 529). It expands our narrow understanding of rational 

processes. Pointing to Mengzi’s analogical reasoning, which is based on a direct 

comparison between the particular and ethically relevant features of the two cases, Wong 

(2002, 2023) suggests that reasoning does not have to be based on generalizations, which 

often serve as the basis for induction and deduction. Moreover, rational processes for 

Mengzi include “reflection” (si 思) which takes a less rigid form than analogical 

reasoning, covering processes like remembering and sorting through one’s past 

experiences, comparing activities in one’s memory, and reflecting on one’s feelings. 

Reflection, as Wong describes it, cannot be easily categorized as a purely rational process 

because feeling is a constitutive component of the process (2023, 529).          

The gradual extension interpretation of 1A7 has raised new questions about the 

processes of virtue cultivation. Although the discussion is still in its early stages, we can 

already see that Mengzi does not think within the commonly framed dichotomy between 

rational and non-rational processes. I suspect that one reason for the focus on this 

dichotomy, especially on the rational processes, is that scholars have concentrated on 
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1A7 to understand Mengzi’s concept of tui en. However, if we accept the gradual 

extension interpretation of 1A7, one important lesson is that we must look beyond 1A7, 

for it represents only the initial stage of a long process.     

In this initial stage, Mengzi seeks to have King Xuan begin performing 

benevolent actions, even if they are initially motivated by his political ambitions. One 

challenge to Mengzi’s strategy, as mentioned at the end of the previous section, is 

whether the king’s extrinsic motivation can be transformed into an intrinsic motivation 

toward virtue. Alasdair MacIntyre provides a vivid example of how such a transformation 

can occur when learning a new skill: 

Consider the example of a highly intelligent seven-year-old child whom I 
wish to teach to play chess, although the child has no particular desire to 
learn the game. The child does, however, have a very strong desire for candy 
and little chance of obtaining it. I therefore tell the child that if the child will 
play chess with me once a week I will give the child 50 cents worth of candy; 
moreover I tell the child that I will always play in such a way that it will be 
difficult, but not impossible, for the child to win, and that, if the child wins, 
the child will receive an extra 50 cents worth of candy. Thus motivated the 
child plays to win. Notice however that, so long as it is the candy alone 
which provides the child with a good reason for playing chess, the child has 
no reason not to cheat, but every reason to cheat, provided that he or she 
can do so successfully. But, so we may hope, there will come a time when 
the child will find in those goods specific to chess, in the development of a 
certain highly particular kind of analytical skill, strategic imagination and 
competitive intensity, a new set of reasons, reasons now not just for winning 
on a particular occasion, but for trying to excel in whatever way the game 
of chess demands. (1984, 188) 
 

This description of learning chess is analogous to King Xuan’s development of virtue. 

MacIntyre may overstate the case by suggesting that the child has no intrinsic desire to 

play the game. The child may have some intrinsic desire, just like the King can show 

sympathy to the ox he has spared. Nevertheless, MacIntyre correctly illustrates that their 

intrinsic desires are insufficient due to their overwhelming desires for candy or political 
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power. Just as MacIntyre hopes that the child will develop greater intrinsic motivation to 

play chess out of extrinsic motivation for candy, Mengzi hopes that the king will develop 

greater intrinsic motivation to be a benevolent ruler out of extrinsic motivation for 

political power. The King will not properly enjoy the value of being a benevolent king 

unless he fully engages in such virtuous activities.   

One of the most important goals of virtue cultivation is establishing the 

“enjoyment” of being virtuous. I use “enjoyment” to avoid the dichotomy between desire 

and judgment. Our enjoyment of being virtuous is neither a mere desire for virtue nor 

simply a judgment of what virtue is and why it is important. Rather, it is an integration of 

our experience, desire, and judgment, each influencing the others reciprocally. A noble 

person experiences, desires, and judges virtue differently from how an ordinary person 

does. Moreover, our enjoyment of virtue is intertwined with our other enjoyments. 

Mengzi begins his work by presenting King Hui and King Xuan’s different enjoyments, 

including the enjoyment of political success (1A1, 1A5, 1A6, 1A7, 2B3), sightseeing 

(1A2, 2B4), war (1A3), music (1B1), hunting (1B2), material goods and concubines 

(1B5). There is no easy or immediate way to alter one’s web of enjoyments. What we can 

learn from Mengzi are various methods of transforming our character so that we can 

enjoy being virtuous. These methods include the use of poetry, music, rituals, and role 

models. More research is needed to uncover how these methods function and whether 

they are effective. Again, attributing the gradual extension interpretation to 1A7 requires 

us to understand Mengzi more holistically, considering how different methods may work 

together at different stages of development.      
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The gradual extension view also underscores the importance of patience. We must 

correct our ethical failures, especially those that require immediate attention, such as 

racism and sexism. However, we should not conflate immediate attention with immediate 

correction. Although some failures should be corrected at once (2B4, 3B8), others require 

a longer process because the dispositions and habits that give rise to them have been built 

over a long period of time, which requires continuous effort to rebuild. Recall the story of 

the Song farmer: pulling the sprouts only ended up killing them. Growing plants is never 

easy, and patience is one of the key elements. Therefore, we should be more sympathetic 

toward people who commit ethical failures. Instead of merely blaming what they have 

done, we should pay more attention to their efforts at making progress. To help them, we 

need to provide resources and guidance for virtue cultivation—an area that can be 

explored further by studying Chinese philosophy and other traditions of virtue ethics. 

 

 



 

 120 

5. Why Be Moral? A New Analysis  

“Why be moral?” is one of the oldest questions in philosophy, and it is 

notoriously difficult to arrive at a persuasive answer. In Book II of the Republic, Glaucon 

and Adeimantus, playing devil’s advocate, challenge Socrates to persuade them that 

being just is better than being unjust. Socrates’s answer spans almost the entire Republic, 

and it remains controversial whether he truly answers the question. Around the same time 

in ancient China, the leading Confucian thinker Mengzi traveled across feudal states, 

urging their rulers to practice Benevolent Kingship. Mengzi’s failure is exemplified by 

King Xuan’s response: “I am quite dull, so I could not understand your teachings any 

further” (1960, 1A7). 

Rather than trying to answer the question, this paper examines why answering it is 

so challenging. H. A. Prichard offered the most well-known analysis in his paper “Does 

Moral Philosophy Rest on A Mistake?” He argued that the question itself is illegitimate. 

Since then, the legitimacy of the question has become the central issue for any analysis.1 

Previous commentators have offered diverse interpretations of this illegitimacy and 

Prichard’s argument for it. Since I believe they undercut Prichard’s key insights, 2 I shall 

offer my own interpretation to restore those insights, which will be the basis for my own 

 
1 For a dedicated critique of Prichard’s discussion on the illegitimacy of the question, see 
the supplementary issue from the Journal of Canadian Philosophy edited by Sam Black 
and Evan Tiffany (2009).  
2 One strategy Prichard’s opponents adopt is to identify multiple questions implied by the 
ambiguous formulation of the question “Why be moral,” and then argue that Prichard 
mistakenly treats one of them as the most important question in moral philosophy. This 
strategy circumvents Prichard’s critique by assuming that his argument does not apply to 
other questions.            
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critique of Prichard. I believe Prichard fails to carry his analysis as far as he should have, 

due to certain blind spots.  

Answering “Why be moral?” takes two steps. First, we must establish a shared 

understanding of what “be moral” refers to. Second, we must provide argument for 

“why” one should endorse it. My analysis identifies a novel challenge underlying each 

step. With respect to the first, I argue that it is difficult to establish a shared 

understanding of “be moral” because it entails first-person experience. Unless the 

questioner has had that experience of being moral, she will not find any answer 

persuasive because she and the responder, who has had that experience, will be talking 

past each other when addressing the question. Regarding the second step, I argue that the 

question “Why be moral?” may arise not only from an intellectual concern but also from 

a non-intellectual one. Previous analyses fail to make this distinction explicit, leading to 

the search for intellectual answers that are insufficient to address non-intellectual 

concerns. 

5.1 Prichard’s Analysis 

Prichard (in)famously argues that moral philosophy rests on a mistake because the 

“Why be moral?” question it attempts to answer is illegitimate. His great insight into 

moral philosophy is succinctly captured in the claim, “we do not come to appreciate an 

obligation by an argument” (1912, 29). His emphasis on “argument” reveals that the 

persistent failure to answer this question satisfactorily stems not from a lack of a good 

argument, but from the fact that argument is the wrong method for answering it. This 
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critique of argument leads him to his provocative conclusion regarding the status of 

moral philosophy.3  

In order to fully appreciate Prichard’s insights, we need to clarify the problem he 

takes himself to be addressing. As suggested in his previous claim, the problem concerns 

how one comes to appreciate moral obligation. For Prichard, to be moral is to act from a 

particular motive, namely “the sense of obligation to do, or of the rightness of, an action 

of a particular kind” (1912, 27). Acting from any other motive does not constitute acting 

morally. Prichard examines and excludes three alternative motives. The first is promoting 

one’s own happiness. He claims that although we have no hesitation to act for our own 

happiness, by doing so “we shall not recover our sense that we ought to do so” (1912, 

23). The second is promoting good consequences. He rejects it because the sense of 

obligation must be tied to a particular action rather than its consequences (1912, 24-5). 

The third is a virtuous motive. He claims that acting virtuously involves feelings such as 

shame, sympathy, and courage but not a sense of obligation. To summarize, the feeling of 

moral obligation is the essential aspect of Prichard’s analysis, and any answer not related 

to it fails to address the problem he identifies.  

Given Prichard’s understanding of morality, asking “Why be moral?” is 

equivalent to “ask[ing] for a proof that this feeling [the sense of obligation] is justified” 

(1912, 21). For Prichard, the sense of obligation is “absolutely underivative or 

 
3 To my knowledge, few philosophers accept Prichard’s critique of moral philosophy. 
Elijah Millgram (2007) is sympathetic to Prichard’s conclusion. He argues that 
metaethics rests on a mistake because it relies on arguments that ignore the specialized 
contexts in which moral reasoning occurs. Accordingly, he recommends that mainstream 
moral philosophers redirect their attention toward arguments in applied and professional 
ethics.  
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immediate” (1912, 27), meaning that we can never be convinced that our sense of 

obligation is justified “by a process which, as an argument, is different in kind from our 

original and unreflective appreciation of it” (1912, 36). The illegitimacy of the question 

lies in “supposing the possibility of proving what can only be apprehended directly by an 

act of moral thinking” (1912, 36). 

“Moral thinking,” for Prichard, is the activity of apprehending and appreciating 

the rightness of an act in a concrete situation, and it occurs in two steps. In the 

preliminary stage, we must apprehend the relevant facts of the particular situation we are 

in. For example, my friend lent me some money; I made a promise; lying to my wife 

would hurt her if she found out; people trust us to speak the truth. Apprehending facts 

like these is necessary for appreciating the rightness of the act. Therefore, if someone 

fails to recognize certain crucial facts, they might ask the perfectly legitimate question, 

“Why should I do it?” In this case, we only need to direct their attention to the missing 

facts. The question “Why be moral?” is different, for one asks it even when the facts 

relevant to an act are known.   

More importantly, apprehending those facts is also sufficient for appreciating the 

rightness of an act. Once the facts are recognized, “we appreciate the obligation 

immediately or directly, the appreciation being an activity of moral thinking” (1912, 28). 

Prichard compares the immediate apprehension of moral obligation with mathematical 

apprehension. He claims that the apprehension of one’s moral obligation is immediate 

in precisely the sense in which a mathematical apprehension is immediate, 
e.g., the apprehension that this three-sided figure, in virtue of its being three-
sided, must have three angles. Both apprehensions are immediate in the 
sense that in both insight into the nature of the subject directly leads us to 
recognise its possession of the predicate; and it is only stating this fact from 
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the other side to say that in both cases the fact apprehended is self-evident. 
(1912, 28)  

This analogy reveals Prichard’s commitment to moral intuitionism, but its ambiguity 

invites various understandings of what he thinks we should intuit.  

One suggestion is that we should intuit certain logical truths. In the case of a 

triangle, “this is a three-sided figure” logically implies “this figure has three angles.” To 

put it differently, “a three-sided figure has three angles” is a necessary logical truth, 

which we apprehend intuitively. Similarly, in the case of moral action, “I owe my friend 

twenty dollars” logically implies “I have a moral obligation to repay the money.” No 

further argument is needed to justify the logical connection between the two propositions 

because we are expected to apprehend their relation intuitively.4   

Yet, I believe Prichard has something different in mind. He states that we acquire 

the sense of obligation by “actually getting into a situation which occasions the 

obligation, or—if our imagination be strong enough—in imagining ourselves in that 

situation, and then letting our moral capacities of thinking do their work” (1912, 37). 

Since entering concrete moral situations does not facilitate the apprehension of a logical 

 
4 We can find a similar approach in illustrating the illegitimacy of the question. It 
attempts to show that the “Why be moral?” question presupposes either a necessary 
logical truth or falsity, and once we reveal the presupposition, we can apprehend the 
illegitimacy of the question intuitively. For example, David Copp (2007, 103) interprets 
one version of Prichard’s analysis as asking: Given that I am required to do X, am I 
required to do X? Since this question is not an open question, no argument is needed. 
Stephen E. Toulmin frames the question as “Why ought one to do what is right?” and 
claims that this question “is on a level with the question, ‘Why are all scarlet things 
red?’” (1953, 162). A. I. Melden (1948, 449-455) argues that the question “Why ought I 
to promote the good?” answers itself because the statement “we ought to promote the 
good” is a truism. Yong Huang (2014, 32) suggests that F. H. Bradley’s version of the 
question is illegitimate since it asks the self-contradictory question, “What is a self-
interested reason for not being self-interested?”  
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connection between two propositions more than doing so in the abstract, it follows that 

apprehending a logical connection is not what Prichard has in mind. Instead, just as 

seeing (or imagining) an actual triangle enables us to apprehend intuitively that it has 

three angles, Prichard thinks that getting into a moral situation allows us to directly 

apprehend our moral obligation. We do not apprehend our moral obligation through 

apprehending a logical truth, but through directly feeling our sense of moral obligation, 

which makes the apprehension and appreciation intuitive. Therefore, Prichard’s analysis 

of the illegitimacy of “Why be moral?” reveals that the actual problem we face is a 

“how” question: How can we help the questioner acquire the sense of obligation?5 

Although Prichard’s own strategy for acquiring it, as I shall discuss later, is open to 

criticism, he is correct to suggest that argument is not the appropriate means. Thus, if 

moral philosophy focuses exclusively on providing argument, it cannot offer a 

satisfactory response to the question.  

5.2 A New Analysis  

Prichard’s analysis hints at two underlying issues that render argument incapable 

of answering “Why be moral,” though he does not address them explicitly. I will bring 

 
5 Is this still a philosophical question? One might worry that philosophy is not the right 
method for addressing the issue. Toulmin expresses this concern explicitly. He claims 
that there is no literal answer to “Why be moral?” and that “there may yet be room for 
answers of a different kind: but, if there is, it is certainly not the business of a logician, 
and probably not the business of any kind of philosopher, to give them” (1953, 165). Yet, 
I think philosophers can contribute more. Even if they cannot personally guide people in 
developing the relevant moral experience as Confucians did in ancient China, they can at 
least provide guidance in a written format.  
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these issues to the forefront and develop them further to explain why they make the 

question difficult to answer.  

5.2.1 Intellectual Concern versus Non-intellectual Concern   

Prichard implicitly distinguishes between the intellectual and non-intellectual 

concerns behind a question. The problem of answering “Why be moral,” as Prichard 

reveals, is that moral philosophers often hastily assume that the questioner seeks an 

intellectual answer. I suspect that most moral philosophers who address this question do 

not situate it within a concrete context, one in which a friend or a student approaches 

them and asks, “Why should I be moral?” Even when they do, they tend to assume that 

the question arises from intellectual curiosity. Consequently, they follow the two steps I 

outlined earlier: first, clearly defining what “being moral” refers to, and second, 

providing arguments for why one should be so. However, intellectual curiosity may not 

be the questioner’s only concern, so a purely intellectual answer may fail to satisfy her. 

Consider the following scenario: 

Your depressed friend comes to talk to you because she believes that 
philosophers are the wisest. She knows that you specialize in ethics and 
work on issues related to the meaning of life. In addition, she has always 
seen you as an optimistic person. Hoping you could address her problem, 
she reaches out to you. She looks very upset, and after a bit of small talk, 
she gazes out the window and murmurs to herself, “I just don’t think my 
life is worth living. I don’t find any meaning except endless troubles. I’ve 
been thinking about ending it recently.” Then, she turns to you with tears in 
her eyes and asks, “Tell me, what is the meaning of life?” 

Given your expertise, you could spend hours lecturing on this issue, starting by clarifying 

the meanings of “meaning” in her question, dissecting the question into smaller ones, and 

providing a thorough analysis of different philosophical positions and arguments on the 

meaning of life. In other words, you would have no difficulty offering an intellectual 
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answer to the question “What is the meaning of life?” Although she might not be 

convinced by your analysis, as far as an intellectual answer goes, your response would be 

complete in the sense that nothing else needs to be added. 

Would you have provided the intellectual answer to your friend’s question? If 

your friend is looking for an intellectual  answer, then you would have. But is your friend 

really looking for that? Is she asking “What is the meaning of life?” purely out of 

intellectual curiosity, just as some of your students do in your philosophy class? Would 

you feel that your conversation with your friend is complete after working through the 

question with her? I hope this example makes it sufficiently clear that your friend does 

not ask the question out of pure intellectual concern. She is suffering from depression and 

needs a solution to help her retain, however minimally, a sense of life’s meaning. You 

might not have been the best person to help her at the moment, and the best you could do 

might be connecting her to suicide prevention resources or to a psychiatrist. In the future, 

you could regularly invite her to participate in activities that might help lift her spirits, 

even if only briefly—such as going on a hiking trip, joining a board game club, or 

volunteering at a local animal shelter. 

Prichard also focuses on the non-intellectual concerns behind the question “Why 

be moral?” He reveals this at the very beginning of his paper by highlighting the growing 

dissatisfaction expressed by students of moral philosophy. According to Prichard, this 

dissatisfaction does not come from the fact that “the positions, and still more the 

arguments, of particular thinkers seem unconvincing.” Instead, it is because  

the aim of the subject becomes increasingly obscure. “What,” it is asked, 
“are we really going to learn by Moral Philosophy?” “What are books on 
Moral Philosophy really trying to show, and when their aim is clear, why 
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are they so unconvincing and artificial?” And again: “Why is it so difficult 
to substitute anything better?” (1912, 21)     
      

The problem Prichard identifies is that learning arguments in moral philosophy often 

undermines, rather than strengthens, students’ moral convictions, leaving them struggling 

to recover them. His attention to the experience of students suggests that he is not 

addressing a merely intellectual issue. When philosophers approach the question “Why 

be moral?” from an intellectual standpoint, they typically do so with an abstract rational 

agent in mind, rather than a concrete audience with a specific concern. However, if we do 

not assume that the question requires a purely intellectual answer, then the first step in 

analyzing it is not to jump into the question itself, but to investigate why the person is 

asking it in the first place. 

Since each person’s concerns may differ, no universal solution to the question 

“Why be moral?” can be provided. We must examine the particular concerns of each 

questioner. According to Prichard, some people ask the question because “inevitably the 

appreciation of the degree to which the execution of these obligations is contrary to our 

interest raises the doubt whether after all these obligations are really obligatory, i.e., 

whether our sense that we ought not to do certain things is not illusion” (1912, 36). How 

can such doubts be mitigated? If the question only demands an intellectual response, then 

Prichard will consider the claim “Being moral is self-evident” to be a complete answer. 

However, he goes further by proposing a two-step method for people to recover their 

sense of obligation. First, through philosophical reflection, one can acquire the 

intellectual positive knowledge that moral obligation is self-evident. Prichard considers 

this knowledge the only contribution moral philosophy can make. Second, recognizing 

that such knowledge alone is insufficient to dispel doubt, he maintains that the only 
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remedy “lies in actually getting into a situation which occasions the obligation” (1912, 

37).  

While I emphasize the distinction between intellectual and non-intellectual 

concerns, I do not mean to imply that their relationship is simple or unambiguous in 

practice. Here is a brief sketch of potential relationships between these two types of 

concern. At one end of the spectrum, the intellectual concerns play no role at all. The 

questions turn out to be what Toulmin calls “limiting questions,” which are “expressed in 

a form borrowed from a familiar mode of reasoning, but not doing the job which they 

normally do within that mode of reasoning” (1953, 205). For example, I occasionally ask 

myself, “Why should I maintain a vegetarian diet?” I do not ask this question out of a 

desire for additional ethical arguments to justify my current practice. Rather, I ask it 

because I am weary of choosing among a very limited number of dishes that are often 

equally unpalatable. If I were somehow to develop an appetite for these foods, or if I 

moved to a place with better options, I would no longer ask the question because the 

concern would simply dissolve. 

At the other end of the spectrum, addressing the intellectual concern fully resolves 

the non-intellectual concern. This claim may be interpreted in two ways. On the one 

hand, the questioner may have been seeking an intellectual  answer from the beginning. 

In other words, the person’s concern was purely intellectual. However, this interpretation 

is not the one I intend, since a question driven purely by intellectual concern is not my 

focus. On the other hand, the questioner may have a non-intellectual concern, but the 

intellectual answer alone satisfies it. We can think about this in terms of the motivational 

efficacy of reason. If the non-intellectual concern of a questioner is her lack of moral 
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motivation, and if reason alone can provide sufficient motivation, then giving a reason 

through argument will be sufficient to address the questioner’s lack of moral motivation.  

Most cases, however, fall between the two ends of the spectrum, where 

intellectual and non-intellectual concerns co-exist. For example, your depressed friend 

may need both a general sense of life’s meaning and some intellectual arguments that life 

is indeed meaningful. When your friend finally meets her psychiatrist, part of her long-

term therapy may include helping her grasp arguments for the claim that life has 

meaning. This way, she would not easily become skeptical when someone expresses a 

different opinion or asks her, “Why is life meaningful?” How our intellectual and non-

intellectual concerns interact is beyond the scope of this paper. All I want to suggest here 

is that sometimes an intellectual answer only addresses the question partially, and we 

need something more. My analysis focuses on those cases.     

5.2.2 Moral Phenomenology  

At the heart of the challenge in answering “Why be moral?” lies the problem of 

“talking past each other.” This problem has not been fully discussed in previous 

scholarship, which focuses on the challenge posed by the “why” part of the question. The 

difficulty is finding a proper reason for being moral that can satisfy the questioner. 

Previous analyses assume that the questioner has the same understanding of “being 

moral” as the responder. In other words, they assume that both parties are referring to a 

similar moral phenomenology when using “being moral.” My analysis rejects this 

assumption. The main challenge lies not in the “why” part of the question, but in the “be 

moral” part. The questioner does not find the answer satisfying because she does not fully 

grasp a moral person’s phenomenology of “being moral.” When the moral person tries to 
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answer the question, she ends up talking past the questioner because what they refer to 

with “being moral” differs.   

To elaborate on this problem, we need to start with the concept of “moral 

phenomenology,” which I use to refer to an individual’s first-person experience of being 

moral. Nagel’s famous question “What is it like to be a bat?” can help us think about this 

concept. Moral phenomenology refers to what it is like to be a moral person. Jay L. 

Garfield raises a version of the question when exploring the Buddhist moral 

phenomenology in Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra: What is it like to be a bodhisattva (an 

enlightened being)? He introduces bodhicitta as the complex psychological phenomenon 

a bodhisattva experiences, which is described as 

a standing motivational state with conative and affective dimensions. It 
centrally involves an altruistic aspiration, grounded in compassion, to 
cultivate oneself as a moral agent for the benefit of all beings. That 
cultivation, as we shall see, demands the development of skills in moral 
perception, moral responsiveness, traits of character, insight into the nature 
of reality so deep that it transforms our way of seeing ourselves and others, 
and what we would call practical wisdom.  (2010, 334)   
          

As Garfield suggests, an individual’s moral phenomenology arises from her particular 

moral perception, moral responsiveness, traits of character, and insight into the nature of 

reality. In other words, moral phenomenology depends on complex psychological 

underpinnings developed over the course of a person’s life. Nevertheless, we must not 

conflate these underpinnings with the first-person experience itself, just as we must not 

conflate objective and scientific description of a bat’s or a moral person’s first-person 

experience with the experience itself. What I want to capture with the term “moral 

phenomenology” is precisely this first-person experience.   
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Let me return to Prichard’s discussion of the sense of obligation, which is the 

moral phenomenology his analysis focuses on. I do so for three reasons. First, I want to 

highlight the importance of moral phenomenology in his philosophical account of 

morality, which is largely overlooked. Second, I want to reveal a feature of moral 

phenomenology—its richness—which helps explain the difficulty of answering “Why be 

moral?” Third, I want to examine his distinction between morality and virtue, identifying 

a blind spot in his analysis. This will help highlight the differences between Prichard’s 

analysis and my own.       

Some moral phenomenologies are richer than others, just like phenomenology in 

general can be more or less rich. Upon finishing a movie, we may describe the whole 

experience of watching it as “the movie has a good plot,” and we do not feel much else 

besides that. However, in addition to appreciating the good plot of the movie, we may 

experience complicated and interwoven emotions that bring us to tears. The latter is 

richer than the former. The same goes for moral phenomenologies. If we interpret 

Prichard’s sense of obligation as simply recognizing moral rules, then the 

phenomenology is not very rich. In this scenario, I may experience a moral episode of 

giving back the borrowed money as little more than a train of thoughts: “Sally lent me 

$20 last Friday because I forgot to bring my wallet for lunch. I am with her now and I 

have $20 with me. Since I have an obligation to pay my debt, I will do it now.”6  

Prichard has something richer in mind when discussing the sense of obligation. 

For Prichard, acting from a sense of obligation requires more than merely recognizing 

 
6 I use “moral phenomenology” in a way that does not have to include feelings or 
emotions. It can be a simple recognition of certain facts, though such a phenomenology is 
not particularly rich.   
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one’s obligation and acting accordingly. Instead, one must appreciate one’s obligation. 

Prichard (1912, 27) uses “apprehension” and “appreciation” interchangeably when 

referring to one’s sense of obligation because he believes that our apprehension of 

morally relevant facts immediately leads to an appreciation of the rightness of an action 

and our obligation to perform it. But what is the nature of this appreciation? Is it just a 

feeling of approval? Describing moral phenomenology is difficult, and grasping another 

person’s phenomenology through their descriptions is even harder. Therefore, I shall 

bring in Kant to illustrate the richness of Prichard’s own moral phenomenology.    

While Prichard does not elaborate on his appreciation of moral obligation, Kant 

feels compelled to elucidate his “respect (Achtung)” for the moral law. He writes the 

following footnote in his Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals: 

I might be accused of using the word respect just to seek refuge in an 
obscure feeling, instead of giving distinct information about the matter in 
question by means of a concept of reason. But even though respect is a 
feeling, it is not one received by influence, but one self-wrought by a 
rational concept and therefore specifically different from all feelings of the 
former kind, which come down to inclination or fear. What I recognize 
immediately as a law for myself I recognize with respect, which signifies 
merely the consciousness of the subordination of my will to a law, without 
mediation of other influences on my sense. The immediate determination of 
the will by the law and the consciousness of this is called respect, so that it 
is viewed as the effect of the law on the subject and not as its cause. Respect 
is actually the representation of a worth that infringes on my self-love. Thus 
it is something that is considered an object neither of inclination, nor of fear, 
even though it is at the same time somewhat analogous to both. The object 
of respect is therefore solely the law, the one that we impose upon ourselves 
and yet as in itself necessary. As a law we are subject to it, without 
consulting self-love; as imposed upon us by ourselves, it is yet a 
consequence of our will, and in the first regard it has an analogy with fear, 
in the second with inclination. All respect for a person is actually only 
respect for the law (of righteousness etc.) of which he gives us the example. 
Because we also view expanding our talents as our duty, we represent a 
person of talents also, as it were, as the example of a law (to become like 
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him in this by practice) and this is what constitutes our respect. All moral 
interest, so called, consists solely in respect for the law. (2012, 4:402)7      
 
Kant’s convoluted description of respect shows that the sense of obligation is 

richer than we generally assume. It is a feeling that is different from all other feelings; it 

resembles fear and inclination but is neither of them; and its sole object is the law. This 

richness makes the sense of moral obligation difficult to grasp.8 Can we fully understand 

Kant’s moral phenomenology? Have we ever experienced respect while performing 

moral actions? If not, then we probably have a different moral phenomenology from 

Kant’s and Prichard’s, even though we may think we are acting from a sense of 

obligation. Therefore, when they attempt to communicate with us that we should develop 

a sense of obligation, our failure to understand them arises not only from the inability to 

see why we should develop it, but even more so from the failure to see what it truly is that 

needs to be developed. Without sharing a similar moral phenomenology, any discussion 

of it will either lead to miscommunication or meaninglessness. 

To illustrate this problem of talking past each other, imagine an acquired taste you 

enjoy. I will use coffee as an example from my own experience. How can I persuade a 

friend, who perceives coffee as nothing more than a bitter and burnt liquid, that it is 

enjoyable? Since an acquired taste is something we initially disliked or felt indifferent 

toward, we can reframe the question: How did I come to enjoy coffee, which I once 

perceived as bitter and burnt? I used to hate coffee, and I had no idea why my wife liked 

it so much that she visited different coffee shops in Beijing every week to try something 

 
7 I use Mary Gregor and Jens Timmermann’s (2012) translation.  
8 Recently, Michael Walschots provides an understanding of Kant’s concept of Achtung 
as “an attitude and a feeling, and these are two aspects of a single complex phenomenon” 
(2022, 241).  
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new. Of course, I understood this much: she enjoyed the taste of coffee. But I could not 

comprehend how or why she enjoyed it. To me, all coffee tasted exactly the same and 

equally awful. My wife could not persuade me otherwise because her descriptions of the 

taste made little sense to me. 

I gradually developed a taste for coffee when I started tagging along with my wife 

on her coffee-hunting adventures, trying coffee from various places. During this time, I 

had a few occasions where coffee enthusiasts helped me experience and appreciate 

different flavor notes—such as nutty, fruity, spicy, and smoky. I still struggle with 

recognizing the note of “sweetness,” so I cannot fully appreciate that particular 

experience. Nevertheless, I can distinguish the differences between each cup of coffee 

and have established my own standards for good and bad coffee. It is important to note 

that my enjoyment of coffee is not simply a shift in attitude from disliking a particular 

taste to liking it. Instead, coffee itself tastes different to me now.9 Furthermore, my 

enjoyment is intrinsic, as I enjoy the taste of coffee for its own sake (I normally drink 

decaf coffee, which, according to a friend of mine, is not coffee at all).  

“Acquired taste” does not exclusively refer to flavors; it can also refer to 

preferences in music, movies, literature, and activities such as playing sports or 

instruments, or exercising skills. Our appreciation for these things and activities grows as 

we engage in them and gain new experiences. Similarly, morality can become an 

acquired taste as we cultivate a moral phenomenology previously unfamiliar to us. For 

 
9 I assume that my audience shares this experience with me when reflecting on their own 
acquired tastes. For a philosophical defense of this view, see David MacNaughton’s 
(1988) discussion of the cognitivist account of desire, particularly in Chapter 7, “Moral 
Motivation.”   
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example, Kant and Prichard experience a profound respect for moral law that may be 

foreign and unattractive to us. Aristotle’s virtuous person experiences a sense of nobility 

(kalon), characterized by a sense of “beauty,” “large scale,” “intrinsic choiceworthiness,” 

and “self-sacrifice.”10 In the Confucian tradition, a virtuous person—exemplified by 

Confucius’s favored student, Yan Hui—derives intrinsic joy from learning and the 

pursuit of virtue, which surpasses external or material hardships.11 Moral phenomenology 

thus helps an individual recognize various reasons for being moral and maintaining her 

motivation for cultivating it further.  

The challenge of answering “Why be moral?” is similar to the challenge of 

explaining an acquired taste to someone who has not yet experienced the taste. Since the 

questioner’s inability to appreciate morality stems from a lack of relevant moral 

phenomenology, the most effective “answer” to the question is to help them acquire that 

phenomenology. Descriptions of moral phenomenology may be helpful for cultivating 

the phenomenology in the long run, but they are neither the actual phenomenology nor 

the immediate cause of the actual phenomenology.12 Just as my wife’s description of the 

taste of coffee could not immediately cause me to experience the taste, a moral person’s 

description of her moral phenomenology cannot immediately cause the questioner to 

 
10 See C. D. C. Reeve’s (2014) discussion of “kalon” in the glossary of his translation and 
commentary of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.       
11 Confucius praises Yan Hui in Analects 6.11 this way: “What a worthy man was Yan 
Hui! Living in a narrow alley, subsisting on a basket of grain and gourd full of water—
other people could not have borne such hardship, yet it never spoiled Hui’s joy. What a 
worthy man was Hui!”  
12 Gopal Sreenivasan (2020, 243-250) offers a similar argument against the view that a 
description of an emotion provides the same epistemic contribution as the emotion itself 
provides. He finds it implausible that emotional acquaintance is always redundant and 
dispensable. I share Sreenivasan’s view and believe the same view applies to virtuous 
experience, which includes, but is not limited to, emotions.      
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have it. When a moral person attempts to provide a reason for being moral based on her 

own experience, this reason may not resonate with the questioner because she does not 

share the experience. As a result, the questioner and the responder end up talking past 

each other, leaving the questioner unsatisfied with the answer. 

Prichard’s discussion reveals the importance of including non-intellectual 

concerns and moral phenomenology in answering “Why be moral?” Nevertheless, his 

analysis has its own shortcomings. Prichard explicitly distinguishes morality from virtue 

and denies the value of being virtuous. His dismissal demonstrates the limitation of his 

analysis. Let me highlight a few key differences between virtuous phenomenology and 

moral phenomenology I have attributed to Prichard.  

First, moral phenomenology focuses on obligation, whereas virtuous 

phenomenology does not. I agree with Prichard’s distinction between virtue and morality, 

treating them as two distinct forms of ethical practice. I appreciate Prichard’s emphasis 

on moral obligation, and I believe many people are more familiar with the moral 

phenomenology associated with “obligation,” “duty,” and “permissibility” than with 

virtuous phenomenology. Nevertheless, morality is only one kind of ethical practice. 

Virtuous people do not act from a sense of obligation or even from a sense of 

supererogation; rather, they act from an aspiration to become a truly virtuous person. 

Prichard’s dismissal of virtue underscores the importance of the variety of moral 

phenomenology. Prichard does not place much value on virtue because he lacks the 

virtuous phenomenology to appreciate it.  

Second, Prichard’s concept of moral experience focuses on motivation, while 

virtuous phenomenology encompasses more than just motivation. For Prichard, the 
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challenge posed by “Why be moral?” arises from the questioner’s lack of proper 

motivation. Acting morally means performing an action motivated by one’s respect for 

moral obligation. Establishing and appreciating this proper motivation provides the 

solution to the questioner’s challenge. How can we establish the proper motivation? Is 

motivation a psychological entity that we can directly alter, or is it merely a conceptual 

construct constituted by or emerging from other psychological entities?  

I do not think we have a conclusive answer to these questions based on our 

current understanding of psychology, but we should realize that motivation is not the only 

factor that matters. Virtuous experience draws our attention to factors beyond motivation. 

For example, Owen Flanagan claims that “virtue is a disposition {to perceive and/or to 

feel and/or to think and/or to judge and/or to act} in a way that is appropriate to the 

situation” (2019, 56). Flanagan does not include “motivation” as part of a virtuous 

disposition. Perhaps he believes that perception, feeling, thoughts, and judgment together 

motivate a virtuous person’s actions. I am not presenting Flanagan’s account as the 

definitive psychological explanation of virtue. Rather, it serves as an example illustrating 

that virtuous experience arises from a complex interplay of mental processes, and we do 

not experience it as mere “motivation.”  Some amalgam of perceptions, feelings, 

thoughts, judgments, and actions constitutes our rich phenomenology of virtue. 

Third, Prichard’s sense of obligation may arise more passively and immediately 

than virtuous phenomenology does. Prichard claims that in order to apprehend the sense 

of obligation A in a situation B, we need to get “face to face with a particular instance of 

the situation B, and then directly appreciate the obligation to originate A in that situation” 

(1912, 37). Prichard does not specify how pro-active one needs to be in a particular moral 
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situation. Does it suffice to be a passive observer in a moral situation, just as it suffices to 

see a triangle to apprehend that it has three angles? For most virtue ethics, being a passive 

observer in moral situations is insufficient for acquiring the appreciation of virtue. 

Instead, active practice is crucial. Just like active participation in a sport is crucial for 

developing and appreciating the experience of playing this sport, the development of 

virtuous phenomenology depends on one’s active involvement in ethical practice. Since 

virtuous phenomenology arises from how a person perceives, feels, thinks, judges, and 

acts in a situation, apprehending and appreciating virtue requires active engagement with 

the situation—through perceiving, feeling, thinking, judging, and acting. Since practice 

takes time, unlike moral phenomenology, virtuous phenomenology does not arise 

immediately.   

Going beyond obligation, motivation, and immediate apprehension explains why 

grasping virtuous phenomenology can be harder than grasping moral phenomenology. 

My intention is not to suggest these aspects as definitive markers for separating morality 

from virtue. They serve to highlight the limitation of Prichard’s analysis and to illustrate 

further complexities in addressing the question “Why be moral?” that Prichard may have 

overlooked. 

5.3 Conclusion  

Moral philosophers tend to overemphasize argument while overlooking other 

important aspects of ethical practice, partly due to the intellectual nature of philosophy.13 

 
13 Huang’s (2014) analysis is an example of this tendency. He correctly identifies the lack 
of motivation as the concern behind one’s question. Yet, he ends up providing an 
argument that addresses the question “What motivation(s) do or can I have to be moral?” 
In other words, his solution replaces argument for one question with argument for another 
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Prichard’s analysis draws attention to the limitations of argument, revealing that the 

concern behind the question “Why be moral?” is not always purely intellectual. Rather, it 

may arise from the questioner’s inability to apprehend and appreciate the sense of moral 

obligation. Argument is not the right method for answering this question because it is 

insufficient for establishing that appreciation, which needs to be intuited in concrete 

moral situations.  

My analysis diverges from Prichard’s, for it neither relies on moral intuitionism 

nor denies the existence of reasons for being moral. The question “Why be moral?” is 

difficult to answer not because moral intuition is required, but because the questioner and 

the responder are talking past each other. They talk past each other because their 

respective uses of “being moral” refer to different moral phenomenologies. While reasons 

for being moral may exist, they remain inaccessible to the questioner who lacks the 

relevant moral phenomenology that is fundamental to making sense of these reasons. 

Once she acquires that phenomenology, she may come to recognize and appreciate 

various reasons for being moral.  

If moral phenomenology is necessary to appreciate being a moral person, how 

was Socrates able to persuade Glaucon and his brother Adeimantus that virtue is its own 

reward? He was able to “persuade” them because they already possessed the relevant 

moral phenomenology. Glaucon and Adeimantus were playing devil’s advocate from the 

 
question. If my analysis is correct, Huang’s strategy does not work. Even if the argument 
offers the questioner a reason to be motivated, it does not necessarily generate the 
motivation itself. Without the concrete experience of the joy found in morality, the 
questioner is unlikely to be moved by the argument alone. What the questioner needs is 
motivation, and motivation is cultivated through moral experience rather than by moral 
reasoning.    
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beginning. They did not genuinely find injustice rewarding. What Socrates helped them 

realize was, in fact, the necessity of moral phenomenology in appreciating being a moral 

person. In Republic Book IX, they reached the agreement that the sweetest thing in life is 

money for a gain-lover, honor for a victory-lover, and living nobly for a wisdom-lover. 

But how do we determine which of these is truly the sweetest? They concluded that the 

wisdom-lover is best equipped to judge because she is “most experienced in all the 

pleasures of which we were speaking” (2016, 580e-583a). Of course, they are biased 

toward the life of the wisdom-lover because they themselves are wisdom-lovers. 

However, the same bias would apply to other forms of life if one were not a wisdom-

lover. Therefore, in order to fairly compare different ethical practices, we need to acquire 

the relevant phenomenology.  

To begin acquiring moral phenomenology, one might ask a similar question: 

“Why should I begin the process of moral cultivation?” Mengzi offers an insightful 

approach. When King Xuan told him, “I am quite dull, so I could not understand your 

teachings [of Benevolent Kingship] any further,” Mengzi changed his strategy. Rather 

than appealing to the king’s heart of compassion, he sought to persuade him that enacting 

benevolent policies would lead to the powerful state he desired. In other words, Mengzi 

used the King’s political ambition as motivation rather than relying on the moral 

phenomenology the King lacked. Enacting benevolent policies by itself does not 

immediately offer the King moral phenomenology, but it is a beginning. Mengzi 

understood that no reason can immediately turn the King to appreciate morality, but a 

self-interested reason can help him move in that direction. Though this may not be a 

proper reason or motivation for being a moral person, it serves as an effective motivation 
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for cultivating virtue. In fact, we have various resources to help moral learners embark on 

this journey. They may begin with being attracted to the promise of virtue’s rewards, the 

charisma of virtuous exemplars, or daily ritual practices. If my analysis is correct, then 

moral philosophy, at its core, is a pedagogical project for cultivating moral 

phenomenology.  
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6. Conclusion 

I hope this dissertation has shown that the developmental approach to virtue and virtue 

ethics is considerably different from the mainstream approaches in moral philosophy. The study 

of virtue development is not secondary to the study of virtue. Virtue development is both the 

ultimate end of virtue ethics and the indispensable means to properly engage in it. I believe this 

emphasis on self-cultivation lies at the center of the two ancient virtue traditions I have explored 

in this dissertation. Aristotle closes the Nicomachean Ethics by reiterating that ethics is a practical 

matter, so “the end is “not to contemplate and know each of the various things but rather to put it 

into action, so that knowing about virtue is not enough either then, but, rather, we must try to 

have and use if or to become good in whatever other way we can” (X 9, 1179a35-1179b3). 

Confucius (the Analects, 15.29) remarks that it is humans who must practice and exemplify the 

Way, as opposed to waiting for the Way to glorify us (ren neng hong dao, fei dao hong ren 人能

宏道, 非道宏人). That is why he (1.1) opens the Analects by asking whether we practice what we 

have learned in a timely fashion (xue er shi xi zhi 学而時習之).                    

This dissertation offers some discussions on “how to become a better person,” but this 

issue deserves much more attention and research. Our understanding of human psychology can 

supply the missing knowledge of the ancient thinkers. However, we should not forget that we 

need to learn from virtuous people because they are the better judges of virtue. Learning from 

ancient sages who are considered virtuous, like Aristotle and Confucius, is equally important.       

 The Epistemic Priority of Virtue Development poses a genuine concern. Since a learner 

cannot fully understand what is coming, and they must practice by themselves to find it out, faith 

is a required component. In other words, learners must endorse a degree of uncertainty. They 

cannot start with a clear vision of what virtue is. Their apprehension and appreciation of virtue 

develop along the way. Relatedly, there is no guarantee that the learners can identify the wrong 
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path from the beginning. A vicious cult also relies on faith to keep the followers on the path. 

Constant reflection is helpful, but the risk cannot be eliminated. A virtue learner is someone who 

takes the risk and practices what they consider to be a noble path.                
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