






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































beings qua human beings, like most theories in thi s context, is normative 

and eva luative, and not just descripti ve. In other words, these theories do 

not seek to state that people in societi es as a matter of fact val ue these 

norms; rather, these theories posit some ideals for human beings and their 

associations that are to their good. Based on thi s, the point is not that all 

soc ieties, in fact, va lue freedom of conscience or other rights, but that it is 

better for them to va lue thi s norm due to the fact that human beings have 

intellectual capac ities wh ich should be sati sfied, in part, by offeri ng them 

good reasons for what affects them. This normati ve approach provides us 

w ith a higher perspective to evaluate ex isting val ue systems in different 

traditions . Based on this, we can respond to MacIntyre that societies wh ich 

lack right-institutions should strive to gradually construct them, as these 

rights ensure human beings' normal and desirable functioning. 

The second point is that even if a given tradition or a community in 

some particular circumstances or stages of its development cannot 

acknowledge some norms such as the freedom of conscience, for example, 

by prioritizing some community and securi ty-based norms over it, it should 

justify thi s practice to its subjects based on good reasons that can be 

objective ly j ustified. In other words, the den ial of thi s norm, wh ich is 

strongly tied to human beings' intellectual aspect, should be justified from a 

higher perspective based on good reasons which take into account human 

basic goods and adhere to human beings' inherent dignity independently of 

their accounts of the good. 

To return to my main argument, any account of the human good should 

meet the threshold of basic human goods wh ich addresses human beings' 

anima l and intellectual aspects as briefly sketched above. This condition 

addresses the morality of the good, as contrasted above with eth ics. An 

account of the good life that does not take into account the basic goods and 

the intell ectual needs of people fa il s to be moral. 

If the main featu res of human beings wh ich distinguish them from 

other an imals are their ability to think and reflect on their own lives, then 

any adequate account of the good should sati sfy thi s reflective capacity of 
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those people who are affected by it. This satisfaction happens by providing 

good shareable reasons to the affected subjects. But what counts as a good 

reason? 

The answer to this question takes us back to Maclntyre's main ideas 

presented in Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, namely, the idea that there 

are different accounts of practical rationality in different traditions, which 

means what counts as a good and shareable reason depends on a background 

of beliefs and a structure of practical rationality in a tradition; however, this 

view does not entail that there are no general requirements independent of 

different traditions regarding what counts as a good reason. The same 

answer can be offered to Macintyre 's virtue-ethics according to which 

rationality requires the possession of some virtues of thought and character. 

Based on this position, it is held that we cannot speak of a good reason for 

someone independently of the quality of his character. 

I do not deny that what a good reason is, to a significant degree, 

depends on a backdrop of beliefs in a tradition and on the personality of the 

people, provided that minimum requirements of morality is met; that is to 

say, the requirements of our animal and human aspects should be addressed. 

The fact that we need some goods to survive and fun.ction normally, and that 

we as rational beings with inherent human dignity need justification and 

good reasons for what is proposed to us sets some limits to what can be 

offered as good or reasonable in different traditions. In other words, basic 

features of our animality and intellectuality apply to human beings across 

traditions, and thus provide some transcending measures for the evaluation 

of these traditions. The observance of these goods also is a measure of 

having a good character. 

To recall, .in my discussion of relativism in chapter 4, I argued that 

MacIntyre cannot dismiss adequately this charge unless he appeals to some 

basic shared measures of rationality. By these measures, I hope it has now 

become clear that I mean the fulfillment of basic goods as outlined above. A 

tradition, whatever its account of the good, that neglects these basic goods is 

273 



inadequate. The fo llowing historica l event might shed some light on this 

claim. 

The New York Times (August 17, 2000) reports the Taliban as shutting 

the bakeries that were run by poor widows, allegedly citing Islamic Sharia 

law, holding that women do not have the right to work. The report states 

that "From within one bakery in the war-ruined capital women screamed 

abuse. 'Give me poison and give my five chi ldren poison, then we will die 

fast instead ofa slow death from starving and shame ', one woman yelled."47 

This report depicts we ll the vu lnerabili ty approach I am defending. 

According to the Taliban 's notion of the good, the women do not have the 

right to work. As this account of the good, and its associated ethics, neglects 

human vulnerability we have compelling reasons to dismiss it. This account 

of the good addresses neither human beings' animal nor their intellectual 

aspects. Their animal aspect is not respected, because without the right to 

work the widows in these circumstances cannot satisfy their basic 

subsistence needs. Their intellectual aspect is not respected, because the 

widows are deprived of the right to work in conditions in which there is no 

remedy for them; a claim that cannot be justified to them, and they have 

intelligib le reasons for opposing that social order on the grounds that it 

deprives them of their basic rights to a decent li fe. There is, in other words, 

no compel ling response on the part of the Taliban to the question why a 

most vu lnerable portion of the population is denied the right to waged work 

in the absence of any alternative social and poli tical protection. If the 

Taliban answers that this order is based on God's commands, and so 

requires absolute submission, I would reply that God, as a reasonable and 

rational entity as will be explained further in the final conclusion to the 

thesis, would all ow that His own decrees be adjusted to the requirements of 

the time, which is necessary for the main objective of these decrees, that is, 

human beings' happiness. 

" I owe this example to Shrader-Frechette (2002). 
274 



There are commonalities between this vulnerability approach and the 

capability approach defended by some thinkers like A. Sen and M. 

Nussbaum. The main similarity is that both emphasize the existence of some 

basic functioning and capabilities for individuals to achieve. For instance, I 

can use the capability approach with respect to the Afghan women in the 

above example to argue that it is not justified to withhold from the widows 

the opportunity to work while they have the capacity to work; however, I 

avoid using this approach here because it might be argued that different 

traditions and cultures differ in terms of the capacities they allow to 

flourish, and the extent to which they allow different capacities to be 

realized. I prefer the vulnerability approach, because it rests on the most 

basic human capacities that characterize human beings as reason-giving and 

reason-demanding beings. These basic human capacities provide some 

minimum context-independent measures of rationality and justice which can 

be used to evaluate normative judgments made in different traditions. 

Accordingly, human vulnerability provides a shared and external 

perspective for the evaluation and modification of different ethical 

traditions. This method would save us from the charge of relativism and 

perspectivism; whereas Maclntyre 's method outlined in chapter 4 in which 

he emphasized the evaluation of traditions on the basis of their internal 

measures approaches an intemalism which, despite Maclntyre's intentions, 

does not get round the problem of relativism. 

The kind of pluralism that pertains to the notion of the good and is 

criticized by MacIntyre would be harmless if it lies beyond the realm of 

basic goods; in other words, the plurality of our final goods can be 

accommodated and lived with if they treat well human beings' animal and 

intellectual aspects. 

We can try to resolve the tensions between clifferent accounts of the 

good and their associated ethics in terms of their internal consistency and 

intellectual adequacy; however, firstly, we should not expect to accomplish 

very much in this endeavour; secondly, the inability to settle ethical disputes 

should not be considered as a catastrophe, as MacIntyre (1981, pp.6-7) 
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thinks. The va lue-incommensurability that MacIntyre ascribes to modem 

moral ity and criticizes would be a harmless phenomenon if ail these 

confl icting va lues do justice concerning the vulnerability of those affected 

and their position as intellectual beings. Even if we accept Maclntyre's 

claim about the intractable pluralism in modem morality, which is a result 

of the lack of agreement on the notion of the good and the common good, 

we yet have some procedures for decision-making in line with the principles 

of morality, that is, respecting the animal and intellectual needs of human 

beings as possessing intrinsic dignity. These procedures let us handle 

morally our intellectual differences with regard to the notion of the good. 

This attitude works both between and with in traditions. Its function 

between different ethical traditions is to arrange the relationship between the 

people who have different accounts of the good through securing basic 

protection against vulnerability by address ing their animal and intellectual 

needs. It also works within traditions in order to protect minorities who have 

an account of the good different from the established one in a given society. 

Access to clean water, good nourishment, hygiene, decent work, education, 

and welfare opportunities in a society should not be on the basis of 

endorsing a particular view of the good. The distribution of ail these 

resources should be based on good reasons as outlined earlier, that is, 

reasons that can be justified general ly in a di scursive dialogue with those 

who are affected by them. 

Rationality requires us to pursue effectively our account of the good. 

Reasonableness, by contrast, requires considering the contingent nature of 

our account of the good. The fact that we have a notion of the good, most of 

the time, is due to the fact that we have been born into and grown up in a 

particular community. This, then, requires us to take into account the 

conditi ons of those people who are di fferent from us in terms of sex, 

language, race, colour, religion, etc., but share wi th us the reflective 

capacity of demanding and weighing reasons. Accordingly, the notion of 

reasonableness relates to the vulnerabi li ty approach, and sets some limits on 

the notion of rationality. 
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Let me clarify further my account of morality by giving an example. 

Suppose that a number of passengers of different sexes, ages, races, and 

religions are on a coach which is travelling in a desert. The coach faces a 

technical problem IO km from its destination such that it cannot take all the 

passengers, and it should reduce its load in order to be able to continue 

moving. What is the most reasonable and moral way of choosing those 

passengers who should be left off? 

In my account, a reasonable and moral decision is a reciprocally and 

generally justifiable decision; that is to say, it is based on good reasons, 

which are non-arbitrary and relevant reasons; reasons that respect human 

dignity by addressing the animal and intellectual needs of those affected, 

without which human beings would be subject to affliction and 

vulnerability. These good reasons hold true independently of subjective and 

partisan preferences. Based on this description, if I hold that Muslim or 

Jewish or Christian passengers on the coach in the above example should 

get off, or that those with coloured skin should vacate the coach, or that my 

relatives should remain on board, I am in fact treating them immorally on a 

basis that cannot be reasonably justified, because there is no defendable 

relationship between religion or colour, on the one h_and, and the burden of 

walking a relatively long distance; whereas, if we hold that sick or aged 

passengers remain on board we have made a decision on a good justifiable 

ground, as there is undeniable relationship between these measures and the 

suffering that wi ll be caused by walking; in fact, in the latter case we are 

taking human vulnerability into account, which informs a mutually 

justifiable process of reasoning. 

There is an implicit normative premise based on human intrinsic 

dignity in this line of reasoning. That human beings suffer from some issues 

is a factual proposition which per se cannot generate an evaluative 

proposition. In the above example, the fact that walking a long distance 

inflicts suffering upon people, particularly upon the aged or the disabled, 

does not in itself mean that they should be treated in proportion to their 

vulnerability, i.e. without considerations of their proximity to us, religion, 
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etc. The normative premise that mediates here is the basic assumption that 

human beings possess intrinsic dignity independently of their accounts of 

the good and ethi cal perspectives. Accordingly, the general fonn of the 

argument would be as follows. 

( 1) There are some basic physiological and intellectual goods for 

human beings the lack of which, as a matter of fact, deprives them of a 

decent human life. This statement is a factual statement enjoined with the 

fo llowing normative statement would yield the kind of moral universal ism 

that l seek to justi fy. 

(2) Human beings irrespective of their accounts of the good and their 

other attachments possess intrinsic digni ty. This is my basic assumption for 

which I cannot argue further on the present occasion. 

(3) Human dignity requires the fulfillment of, at least, the basic goods 

of human beings including the needs they have accord ing to their animal 

and intellectual aspects. Those people, like the di sabled or the sick, who are 

in a more pressing need than others deserve more attention than do others 

due to this dignity, because if their more severely felt needs were not 

sati sfi ed, it would do more harm to thei r dignity than it would when less 

severely felt needs are not addressed. 

(4) Thus, the basic animal/physiological and intellectual needs of 

human beings should be addressed independently of their accounts of the 

good and their relationships with us, and in proportion to their vulnerabili ty, 

as they possess the dignity that is the source of this requirement 

independently of these features. 

In sum, human beings have a basic right to the fu lfillment of their basic 

needs such as the needs of subsistence, security, stability, employment, 

housing, etc. In addition, they have a ri ght to justification of what affects 

them, required by their intellectual capacity. They have a ri ght to be treated 

on the basis of good reasons which are shareable reasons. A main featu re of 

good reasons which are justifiable to any reasonable person is that they 

cons ider the dignity of human beings, which requires the non-di scriminatory 

treatment of human beings in the area of basic needs. In the next section, 1 
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shall discuss some of Macintyre's possible objections to my approach, in 

the course of which I try to explain my view further. 

VI.3.2 Considering Maclntyre's Objections to the Vulnerability 

Approach 

One possible objection that MacIntyre might offer would be that since 

am appealing to the notion of basic human needs independently of 

people 's accounts of the good or the traditions to which they belong, I am 

considering human beings without any culture and as merely biological 

animals, but man without a culture is a myth; as MacIntyre puts the point: 

[It might be claimed that] the standard of utility or pleasure 
is set by man qua animal, man prior to and without any 
particular culture. But man without culture is a myth. Our 
biological nature certainly places constraints on all cultural 
possibility; but man who has nothing but a biological nature 
is a creature of whom we know nothing (1981 , p.162). 

In response, I would say that I am not considering human beings as 

only biological creatures without any cultural elements; rather, my point is 

that any human culture which we can imagine, in so far as it is a human 

culture, should admit that its judgments should be based on good reasons 

which are justifiable to any reasonable person who is affected by them. 

What counts as a good reason is not entirely up to cultures; rather, the 

animality and intellectuality aspects of human beings pose some restriction 

independent of these cultures on the ranges of good reasons, as is clear in 

the Taliban example mentioned above. Facts about human vulnerability, and 

that human beings require good shareable reasons are to a significant degree 

independent of different traditions; but this independence does not imply the 

existence of people without culture. In other words, the sustained normal 

and desirable functioning of human beings requires the regulations that 

govern their interactions be justifiable to them. This justifiability is not a 

criterion-less subjective issue up to personal preferences or to cultures. A 

piece of moral reasoning is a good and justifiable piece of reasoning if it 

traces the relevant moral facts at stake. This relevance is recognized by 

holding that all human beings enjoy equal dignity, and then seeing which 
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option treats the affected human beings better irrespective of irrelevant 

factors; for instance, in the coach example above, if I decide that my mother 

qua my mother remains on board, I am not thinking on a good justifiable 

basis, because if someone asks me why my mother deserves this particular 

attention, I do not have any answer except to say that I am attached and 

obliged to her, to which it might be objected that other people also fee l 

attached to their mothers; but if I hold that my mother qua an elderly sick 

person should remain on board, then my verdict is based on relevant good 

reasons. The fact that a sick elderly human being is more exposed to 

affl iction than a young hea lthy person does not depend on a particular 

culture. Our human natures have suffic ient trans-cultural similarities to 

enable us to extend this ki nd of judgment to other cu ltures. 

MacIntyre, as a second criticism, might also object to my vulnerability 

approach along the lines of hi s criticism of Kant' s deontology; that is to say, 

in the absence of the notion of the ultimate good our moral theory turns into 

a rule-based moral absolutism that cannot accommodate exceptions to these 

rules which might be required in particular situations . 

In chapter 2 on Macintyre 's virtue-ethics, I explained his argument that 

moral rules cannot provide us with the full knowledge that we need in order 

to act morally in all situations. In this account, the appl ication of mora l rules 

itself is not ru le-governed; for instance, the moral rule of truth -telling, 

which MacIntyre takes to be an absolute rule for Kant, does not tell us 

which truth is to be told to whom, when to be sil ent or even when to te ll a 

lie for the sake of a higher good. We need, in Maclntyre 's view, to have the 

virtues, particu larly the virtue of practical rationality or phronesis, and a 

hierarchy of goods in order to be able to apply moral ru les aright in practica l 

situations (1988a, p.117). 

MacIntyre (2006m, p.130) di sagrees with the prudentia l interpretation 

of Kant regarding the moral permissibility of occasional white lies, which 

comes to the fore in Kant's di stinction between untruth and li es (Kant 

280 



[I 750s-1790s] 1997, (27:448) p.203)48
. Kant there draws a line regarding 

truth-telling between the cases in which truth-telling will be manipulated by 

bad intentions, and cases in which there is not wickedness at stake, and 

allows lying in the former cases. 

MacIntyre argues that this prudential view is not sustained in Kant 's 

later and more developed works, for instance in Kant's account in The 

Metaphysics of Morals in which he leaves no room for the moral 

permissibility of lying. In Maclntyre's view (2006m, p.128), Kant upholds 

the unqualified necessity of truth-telling for individuals as rational agents, 

and cannot accommodate occasional exceptions to this necessary moral rule. 

Veracity for Kant, in Macintyre's view, is what we owe to humanity, and by 

lying we wrong humanity in general , and by so doing the liar wrongs 

himself. Kant' s moral system, MacIntyre (2006m, p.132) maintains, lacks 

the scale for weighing the good of refraining from lying against, for 

instance, the good of saving an innocent child which might require lying, 

and so any choice between them would be arbitrary. Maclntyre's alternative 

is that we should have a single moral practice that prohibits lying and, at the 

same time, requires it on necessary occasions (2006m, p.134); in other 

words, there should be a single logic behind the_ both kinds of moral 

affirmatives. For this to work, MacIntyre (2006m, p. 135) holds, we should 

start with our social relations in practices which have thei r own internal 

goods, rather than with our individual selves in order to derive our moral 

obligations. Instead of asking what I as a rational individual am bound to, 

we should ask what "we" as potentially or actually rational persons are 

bound to in our relationships. 

MacIntyre, thus, is giving a social aspect to individual autonomy by 

holding that we achieve autonomy through our relationships in which we 

48 Kant's text is as follows. "But if, in all cases, we were to remain faithful to every detail 
of the truth, we rhight often expose ourselves to the wi ckedness of others, who wanted to 
abuse our truthfulness. If everyone were well disposed, it would not only be a duty not to 
lie, but nobody would need to do it, since he would have nothing to worry about. Now, 
however, since men are malicious, it is true that we often court danger by punctilious 
observance of the truth, and hence has arisen the concept of the necessary lie, which is a 
very critical point for the moral philosopher" (Kant [ I 750s-l 790s] 1997, (27 :448) p.203). 
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depend on each other and acknowledge our mutual dependence ( I 999a, 

p.xi). Of course, in his view, we can and should hold these relationships 

open to evaluation ; but thi s very ab ility to criticize is atta ined in our 

relationships. This kind of autonomy, which may be called social autonomy, 

does not consist " in total independence from and of the sentiments, 

judgments, and actions of others"; rather, it requires the di stinction between 

when we should be independent and when to be dependent on others 

(2006m, p.136). 

Based on thi s account, for instance, a child is dependent on his mother, 

and the mother owes him an ob ligation to protect him against unjustifi ed 

aggression , if necessary, by telling a lie or even by killing the aggressor. 

Without the permissibility of lying in thi s context, the good of the practice 

of motherhood is not achieved. Accordingly, the internal good of thi s 

practice is the single basis of moral evaluations in this context in both cases, 

that is, when it is necessary to be truthful and to tell li es (2006m, p.1 38). 

Whi le truthfu lness is crucial for every practice wi th internal goods in order 

for participants to learn what they need from each other and to have trust in 

each other, it is also the responsibility of those who are bound to each other 

to protect their re lationships against the destructive effects of moral evil s, 

for instance, by telling a li e, in a way that it produces the least poss ible harm 

to the aggressor (2006m, pp. 136-1 39). 

MacIntyre (2006m, p.1 39) holds that in his moral theory permiss ible 

lying is not introduced as a qualification to truthfulness; rather, both sides of 

the rule "serve one and the same purpose and are justifi ed in one and the 

same way as that part of the rule that enjoins truthfulness in relationships." 

Accordingly, Maclntyre 's main point here is that we should appeal to the 

notion of internal goods in practices in order to have a measure for trade­

offs between di fferent goods, without which we do not know when to ab ide 

by and when to break moral rules; and thi s is what Kant' s moral theory 

lacks, as it is understood by MacIntyre. 

I think Mac[ntyre 's in terpretation of Kant as mora ll y absoluti st is not 

an adequate interpretation. I cannot here, for reasons of space, di scuss the 
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pros and cons of this interpretation in any detail; but it is worth noting that a 

number of Kant specialists, such as 0. O'Neill (1983), R. B. Louden (1986), 

and A. W. Wood (2008), among others, have emphasized an interpretation 

of Kant that allows for contextual moral judgments, which is different from 

Macintyre 's absolutist interpretation. For instance, Wood (2008, p.61) holds 

that for Kant, as well as for J. S. Mill, moral rules cannot be directly 

deduced from fundamental principles, and the relation between the two is 

"looser and more hermeneutical in character", and involves a set of 

intermediate rules developed in light of empirical facts. As Wood (2008, 

p.62) explains, for Kant the dignity of rational nature as an end in itself as 

the first principle provides some guidance for moral judgment, but it cannot 

specify precisely what the moral rules should be and how they should 

change in view of new circumstances or our improved knowledge of a 

situation. Wood (2008, p.62) appeals to J. Mill's metaphor that there is no 

scientific calculus for determining when an existing road which is now 

properly working would become ineffective as a result of new conditions, 

and so when it would be necessary to construct new roads. The same is true 

for moral judgments which require sensitivity to the requirements of each 

practical situation, as is clear from Kant's distinction between untruth and 

lies. 

In response to MacIntyre, I would thus say in order to have an 

adaptable moral theory which serves the good and the best in particular 

situations we do not need to have a hierarchy of goods that terminates at the 

ultimate good. In other words, the point that we should have recourse to the 

internal goods of practices in order to produce a context-sensitive moral 

theory does not suggest that we need a shared account of the good or the 

final telos. The two conditions of meeting human basic needs and being 

based on shareable good reasons can fulfill this function. That saving an 

innocent life reasonably outweighs telling a single lie does not depend on a 

particular ethical point of view which is associated with an account of the 

good. Admitting that survival is a basic human good which can form the 

basis of good reasoning would suffice for this purpose. When there is a 

clash between goods, we can appeal to common sense and experience to see 
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which one is a more basic good the criterion for which is the extent it 

contributes to a human being's normal and desirable functioning. This 

account is different from Aristotle's and Macintyre's insight that 

membership in a community that enj oys a shared account of the human 

good is a precondition of practical rationality: 

Aristotl e gave us excellent reasons fo r believing that both 
rationa l enquiry in politics and ethics and rationa li ty in 
action require membership in a community which shares 
allegiance to some tolerably specific overall conception of 
the ultimate human good (1 99 1c, p.99) . 

We need some virtues to commit ourselves to a process of practical 

reasoning which is subject to the two conditions of sati sfying human animal 

and intellectual needs; in particular, we need to subordinate our personal 

fee lings to good justifiable grounds. The virtues that we need for the 

morality of our actions do not need to be directed toward the good; we on ly 

need some features to commit us to a fair process of reasoning, that is, 

practica l reasoning that is not based on arbitrary and unjustifiable grounds, 

and thi s would be enough for entering into collecti ve practical reasoning. 

A third criticism that could be offered by MacIn tyre of my 

vu lnerability approach consists in hi s disapprova l of utilitarianism. The first 

part of hi s objection, as was explained in chapter 5, is based on the 

incommensurability of the goods that should be ordered; MacIntyre ([ I 977] 

I 992b, pp. I 82-183) captures the point as fo ll ows: 

It is clear that the pleasure of climbing a mountain, the 
pleasure of listening to Bartok and the pleasure of drinking 
Guinness stout are three very disputable things . There is not 
some one state to the production of which the c limbing, the 
listening and the drinking are merely alternative means. Nor 
is there any scale on which they can be weighed aga inst 
each other. But if thi s is true of pleasures, how much more 
complex must matters become when we seek to weigh 
against each other such goods as those of restori ng hea lth to 
the sick, of scientific enqui ry or of fri endship[?] 

The second and related part of hi s criti cism is that there are different 

methods for rank ordering, so that the ranking of goods depends on the 
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method chosen, the person who is rank ordering and the preferences that 

have been assigned more weight ([1977] 1992b, p.183). 

To explain further Macintyre's point, I have so far insisted that moral 

reasons should be good shareable reasons by which I mean reasons that can 

be justified objectively without relying on subjective reasons that do not 

transcend the individual. MacIntyre might object and ask good reasons for 

whom? Good reasons for a person whose preferences are mainly for 

climbing might be different from those of a person who has stronger 

preferences for drinking or for music; nevertheless, in my view, it is 

possible for these different persons to appeal to good reasons in their 

interactions with each other. By good reasons in the latter case, I mean good 

reasons at a meta-level, that is to say, not good reasons from the perspective 

of any of these agents who have different incommensurable preferences; 

rather, good reasons from a higher perspective that regulates their 

relationships on the basis of fair terms, that is, relevant non-arbitrary 

reasons that are justifiable to any reasonable observer. Each of them can 

pursue his own preferences provided that he does not interfere with others' 

preferences and with the public order. The distribution of public goods 

should be based on relevant measures and not on in(lividual preferences of 

the agents; for instance, access to elementary education should be on the 

basis of the equal need of individuals, irrespective of their personal 

achievements and preferences; while the relevant measure for access to 

higher education is individuals' competitive abilities. The reason for this is 

that elementary education addresses the basic needs of individuals, which 

should be met regardless of their particular situations and achievements. 

Accordingly, morality requires managing the relationships between 

individuals on the basis of reasons that can be inter-subjectively justified; 

that is to say, based on reasons which are non-arbitrary and relevant to 

particular contexts. 49 

49 This position is very similar to Michael Walzer's view in Spheres of Justice: o Defense of 
Plurality and Equality (1983) in which he favors justice as complex equality by which he 
criticizes the domination of some goods like education by some other goods like wealth. In 
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I am defending here a rationalistic approach according to which 

individuals are able to adopt a hjgher perspective to refl ect on their existing 

set of des ires to check their rationality and reasonableness. Furthennore, this 

reflection can be motivational for them; that is to say, reason is not the slave 

of the passions, as assumed by Hurne, and can convince the reasonable 

individual to modify his own desires in order to be a moral agent. In other 

words, the agent is not captured by his account of the good and his 

attachments, and can live on fair terms with other agents who have different 

accounts of the good. This is not to say that using this approach will resolve 

all moral tensions and dilemmas; the point, rather, is that moral confli cts can 

be handled in a reasonable way even if they resist solution. At least, it might 

be poss ible to show that the persistence of a moral di spute is not due to 

personal whims, but due to different underlying premises that are all based 

on good reasons from different perspectives. 

I might use again Aquinas ' account of the intellect to support this 

rationalistic view, as this account is adopted by MacIntyre. As explained in 

chapter 3, the intellect for Aquinas has an abstract character by which he 

means the intellect only formally, and not materia lly, becomes identica l 

with the object of knowledge, and this means the distinction between the 

two and the ability of the agent to reflect on his current positions persist. 

Accordingly, in Maclntyre 's example above, the agent with strong 

preferences for drinking has the capacity to imagine himself in the position 

of other agents with different desires in order to regulate their relationships 

fa irly. 

Observing this fair process of practica l reasoning requires intellectual 

and moral virtues fo r agents to know the relevant measures in any particular 

situation and to commit themselves to its consequences; however, we do not 

necessarily need to become educated according to an Ari stotelian or 

Thomistic account of virtue-ethics which is ordered toward the good. We 

need to foster moral virtues in order to infuse in ourselves, in R. Rorty 's 

my account, what justifies the domination of some goods in the process of distribution of 
other goods is that it can be reasonably justified with reference to human vu lnerabil ity. 

286 



terms, a sense of solidarity with our fellow-human beings. As Rorty (1989, 

p.190) puts it, "we have a moral obligation to feel a sense of solidarity with 

all other human beings"; and this sense can be cultivated through our moral 

upbringing. This requires some virtues on the part of moral agents to curb 

their own egoistic preferences and to see other human beings, in Rorty's 

terms, as "fellow sufferers" (1989, p.xvi). 

MacIntyre might argue that Aristotelianism and Thomism can foster 

the virtues that are necessary for addressing others ' vulnerability better than 

can a liberal account. The reason for this claim is that according to 

MacIntyre, these two traditions define individual goods in light of the 

common good, and by this they can break the dichotomy between self­

regarding and other-regarding morality. If the individual defines his own 

good by reference to the common good the clashes between his goods and 

others' goods disappear, such that he will regard the vulnerability of others 

as his own; as MacIntyre (1999a, p.109) writes, "The individual in order not 

just to pursue, but even to define her or his good in concrete terms has first 

to recognize the goods of the community as goods that she or he must make 

her own." 

The view that the individual should first acknowledge the goods of the 

community in order to define his own goods is very idealistic. It is difficult 

to deny that the individual initially starts with what pleases and belongs to 

him, and then tries to harmonize the satisfaction of his own preferences with 

the satisfaction of those of others. There are both self- and other-regarding 

elements in human beings, and no moral tradition can abolish either of 

them; as MacIntyre (1959b, p.106) himself attested a long time ago, "They 

[human beings] are an intricate mixture of altruism and selfishness and the 

one is not reducible to a form of the other". However, a morality might 

provide justification for subordinating individual preferences to the common 

good. 

MacIntyre (1999a, p.131) holds that the modern state does not serve 

the common good, because the weight it gives to different preferences 

reflects the parties ' bargaining power, which is related to money. The way 
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the modern state distributes goods "does not reflect a common mind arrived 

at through widespread shared deliberation by norms of rational enquiry. 

Indeed the size of modern states would itself preclude this" ( 1999a, p.131 ). 

I have two points in response to MacIntyre. The first is that although 

there might not be an Aristotelian-cum-Thomistic notion of the common 

good in modern times, which is directed toward the notion of the good, we 

can have and form a notion of the common good based on the inherent 

dignity of human beings irrespective of their notions of the good, which 

then leads us to a fair and reasonable process of practical reasoning. The 

second point is that although the big size of the modern state makes 

deliberative decision-making difficult, we can use modem technologies like 

online-surveys to gamer feedback about different policies. The return to 

small local communities does not necessarily faci litate deliberative 

democracy and respect for the common good, as all feudalistic communities 

were local. What is of significance here is to grant human beings dignity 

independently of their accounts of the good, which prepares the ground for 

addressing their basic, including their intellectual, needs. 

A fourth criticism by MacIntyre of my vulnerability approach wou ld be 

along the lines of his criticism of the notion of the neutrality of the modern 

state. To put this briefly, Maclntyre's point is that the modem liberal state 

claims to be neutral between different notions of the good through providing 

a framework that can accommodate different accounts of the good in so far 

as they are pursued within that framework (1988a, p.345). MacIntyre 

(1988a, p.345) argues that there is no neutral position, and that "The starting 

points of liberal theorizing are never neutral as between conceptions of the 

human good; they are always liberal starting points." In line with this, 

MacIntyre (1972, p.333) also criticizes Rawls' view regarding the priority 

of the notion of j ustice over other goods: 

The agents in the initial situation are made by Rawls to 
accept the fact that they are to agree in their conception of 
justice, but to disagree in their conceptions of other goods. 
Certain parts of morals and politics are to be treated as 
essentially areas of human agreement, others as essentially 
areas of human disagreement. But why should we accept 
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this? Might we not rather ask fust, "What is the good for 
man?" and only then decide what justice would be in a 
society where men might realise that good? Rawls simply 
lays it down that justice has a certain primacy. 

This criticism is also reflected in Maclntyre's desert-based account of 

justice, which holds justice should be judged according to the contribution 

of the people to the common good in a community (1981, pp.250-251). 1n 

Maclntyre's view, neither Rawls nor Nozick can appeal to the notion of 

desert due to the lack of agreement on the notion of the common good in the 

society for which they are theorizing (198 1, p.249). 

I think Maclntyre ' s point that there is no agreement on the notion of 

the common good in modem life is not correct. We all agree that the 

reduction of poverty, social inequality, violence, and the like is a part of the 

common good, and that the state should not be neutral about them. We have 

a great deal of agreement on the notion of the common good, provided that 

we restrict this notion to human beings' basic needs and goods. Disputes 

over this notion can be expected to be resolved to a significant degree in a 

process of fair practical reasoning. 

MacIntyre, in fact, in his book Dependent Ratirmal Animals has given 

a central place to the issue of human vulnerability, as was pointed to in the 

first chapter, which shows he is in some agreement with me on this issue. 

He criticizes Western philosophy for its inadequate attention to human 

vulnerability and affliction: 

From Plato to Moore and since there are usually, with some 
rare exceptions, only passing references to human 
vulnerability and affliction and to the connections between 
them and our dependence on others. Some of the facts of 
human limitation and of our consequent need of 
cooperation with others are more generally acknowledged, 
but for the most part only then to be put on one side (I 999a, 
p.1 ). 

MacIntyre holds that human vulnerability and our necessary 

dependence on others should be acknowledged if the individual seeks to 

attain the kind of autonomy that is highly emphasized in modem moral 
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philosophy (1999a, p.8). We need the virtues in order to start depending on 

others, including parents and masters, in our progress toward becoming 

independent practical reasoners. MacIntyre believes Aquinas' interpretation 

of Aristotle 's thought accommodates the virtues of acknowledged 

dependence better than does Aristotle himself, as Aquinas does not share 

some aspects of Aristotle' s view of the nobleman. Aquinas "asks God to 

grant that he may happily share with those in need what he has, while 

humbly asking for what he needs from those who have" ( 1999a, p.xi) . 

If MacIntyre ( 1999a, p.xi) thinks Aquinas' interpretation of Aristotle 

can account for "the virtues that reckoned not only with our animal 

condition, but also with the need to acknowledge our consequent 

vulnerability and dependence", then we can expect him to accept the 

possibility of a shared account of morality for human beings, who actually 

or potentially are open to the different degrees and kinds of vulnerability. 

On such a basis, we have to qualify Maclntyre 's claim that "Indeed, a 

morality has no existence except in its actual and poss ible social 

embodiments, and what it amounts to is what it does or can amount to in its 

socially embodied form s" (1994c, p.143); or hi s claim that "Moral 

philosophies, however they may aspire to achieve more than thi s, always do 

articulate the morality of some particular social and cultural standpoint" 

( 198 1, p.268). This view of morality implies the lack of any measures 

independent of particular social contexts for morality. 

The fact that a morality has its roots in a given social context does not 

mean that its va lidity is limited to that context, or that there are no context­

transcending grounds for its evaluation. If that morality can be sustained on 

the bas is of good shareable reasons which are relevant non-arbi trary reasons 

this shows its validity is not limited to that context. 

Despite Maclntyre's particular attenti on to the issue of human 

vu lnerability, as K. Shrader-Frechette (2002, p. I 00) notes, hi s argument 

against the va lidi ty of the idea of natura l rights does not cohere with thi s 

attitude. MacIntyre ([ 1978) 1985 , pp.1 29- 130) holds that there are no va lid 

claims to the kind of rights that belong to human beings as such 
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independently of their social roles in practices; "such rights are at one with 

unicorns, witches and Meinong's glass mountain. "50 In his view, the 

possession of rights is only intelligible within the contexts of practices that 

set some regulations for the achievement of their internal goods; for 

instance, "In the game of chess each player has a right to move in turn, the 

player who is White having the right to move first" ([1978] 1985, p.130); as 

he puts it: 

The possession of the right is only intelligible in the context 
of a developed and complex form of human practice. The 
exercise of such rights is a necessary part of such practices 
and their violation is to varying degrees destructive of such 
practice. The justification of the claim to possess such a 
right must initially refer us to the rules of the practice and 
thereafter to the possible justifications of the practice 
([1978] 1985, p.130). 

In line with my argument in the first part of this chapter, where I held 

that MacIntyre in his narrative account of intelligibility dissolves the 

individual into the social, I reply to him here that the requirements of our 

animality and intellectuality, that is, our basic needs and our right to 

justification, which belong to human beings irrespective of their social roles, 

can justify the necessity of such natural rights. 

MacIntyre likens, and then dismisses, the existence of natural rights to 

the existence of unicorns and witches, but I think this is a mistake. When we 

say that there are natural rights, this is not to say that the rights exist out 

there like unicorns and witches to be rejected by physics and 

commonsensical observation. The validity of rights is a matter of normative 

necessity in the sense that we need these norms in order to protect human 

beings against vulnerability; as A. Gutmann (1985, p.315) puts the point: 

50 See also Maclrttyre (1981, p.69) where he argues that "we do not need to be distracted 
into answering them [arguments about the existence of natural rights], for the truth is plain: 
there are no such rights, and belief in them is one with belief in witches and in unicorns ." 
Also, he holds "The dominant contemporary idiom and rhetoric of rights cannot serve 
genuinely rational plllJ)oses, and we ought not to conduct our moral and political 
arguments in terms derived from that idiom and rhetoric" (1991 c, p.96). 
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... believing in ri ghts is one way of regulating and 
constraining our behavior toward one another in a desirable 
manner. This reason does not compete wi th physics; it does 
not require us to believe that rights "exist" in any sense that 
is incompatible with the " laws of nature" as established by 
modem science. 

Maclntyre 's objection to the idea of natural ri ghts seems to have been 

directed at the way of justifying these rights as free-standing and self­

evident truths, and not at the content of these rights; as he puts it, " In the 

eighteenth century the existence of such natural rights was defended on the 

grounds that the statements asserting them were self-evident truths; but the 

required concept of self-evidence could not be sustained" ([1978] 1985, 

p.130).This is clear in what Macintyre says in hi s personal communication 

to K. Shrader-Frechette (200 1), "I am in agreement with many of the 

substantive moral claims by natural rights theorists, but in di sagreement 

with their way of defending these claims. No one ought to be treated in a 

way that is inconsistent with the precepts of the natural law ... [but] I do not 

think that ... 'a right ' adds anyth ing to what is being claimed (cited in K. 

Shrader-Frechette (2002, p. l 15))." 

I agree with MacIntyre that these rights are not se lf-evident truths; 

however, they can be justified as the requirements of human beings ' normal 

and desirable functioning. The fact that human beings have capacities and 

entitlements to basic goods and to a fair process of practical reasoning does 

not depend on having a social ro le or a place in some practice, as these 

features app ly to human beings qua human beings. Of course, social roles 

create a set of rights and obligations, but there are also rights of individuals 

qua individuals as human beings. 

If MacIntyre agrees with the content of natural ri ghts, which indeed is 

required by his espousal of the natural law tradition, and disagrees only with 

the way these rights are justifi ed, he should make thi s position clear, and 

revise his rhetoric against the idea of natural or human rights. This wou ld 

make his attitude toward human vulnerabili ty more cons istent than it is now. 

Attention to these two aspects of human beings, animal and intellectual 
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aspects, which are necessary for their normal functioning, is required by 

Maclntyre's espousal of the natural law tradition; as he puts it, "the precepts 

of the natural law are those rules of reason which a human being obeys, 

characteristically without explicitly formulating them, when that human 

being is functioning normally" (2000, p.108). 

Moral disagreements in so far as they are beyond the threshold of 

morality, and are conducted in a framework which respects human beings' 

basic goods, should not count as a catastrophic situation. The main point of 

my discussion in this section is that if modem morality can be restored in 

order to protect its subjects' basic goods including their right to justification 

and to fair reasoning, then we can dismiss Maclntyre's claim that modem 

morality is the fragmentary remains of the classical moral scheme, and so 

lacks rational justification and intelligibility. For instance, in order to 

respect the priority right of pedestrians to cross a street I, as a driver, do not 

need to know what sort of persons they are, or where their destinations are; 

it should suffice for me to know that wherever they want to go it is good for 

them and for me to cross the street safely. 

In this chapter, in fact, I tried to offer a bottom-up picture of morality 

as an alternative to Maclntyre 's top-down account. -Instead of holding that 

we need an agreement on the notion of the good in order to justify morality, 

I insisted that we can begin with the basic features of human beings, which 

address their animal and intellectual aspects, that remain valid for different 

accounts of the good. Though I agree with the kind of criticism of 

modernity offered by MacIntyre and C. Taylor (1991, p.4) that there is 

nothing in modem times to confer meaning on human life, and that there is 

nothing worth dying for in modem times, I do not think this lack of sense 

for the entire human life would put morality into a justificatory crisis. In 

other words, though the modem individual might experience problems in 

having a meaningful and teleological life due to not having a final aim to 

strive for, he can intelligibly justify his account of morality based on the 

notion of inherent human dignity which represents itself in fulfilling human 

beings ' basic animal and intellectual needs. The unintelligibility of our 
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entire lives does not render all segments of our lives meaningless; to think 

otherwise wou ld be a matter of the fa llacy of divi sion by ascribing the 

properties of a whole to its constituents. That the entire human life might be 

pointless does not necessari ly mean all parts of this li fe have the same 

feature . 

VI.4 Conclusion 

In chapter 5, I showed that the rational superiority of Aristotelianism 

and Thomism, as opposed to what MacIntyre maintains, is not a conclusion 

that riva l trad itions are rationally required to acknowledge based on their 

own measures. MacIntyre has some meta-ethica l positions which inform his 

idea regarding the superiori ty of these two traditions. These two meta­

ethical positions are the narrati ve unity of inte lligibili ty and an objective 

account of the good. I argued that the intelligibility of actions does not 

depend on hi story and story-telling, and that MacIntyre is dissolving the 

individual into the social and the hi storical. MacIntyre, in other words, has 

undervalued the capacity of the individual to di scard hi s past narratives and 

to have hi s own account of intellig ibility based on reasons that are in 

principle shareable, to which others might not have access at the moment. If 

this is correct, then the inability to form narrati ve uniti es about our li ves as a 

resu lt of not having an obj ective notion of the good does not threaten the 

intelligibility of our actions. 

With regard to the objectivity of the good, l held that we can justify 

morality on the basis of some goods that do not have the finality of the good 

which is the subject of ethics . I contrasted morality with ethics, as the latter 

is informed by an account of the good life ; while the former points to 

conditions that respect human beings as rational beings who have basic 

needs and a ri ght to justification. The test for bas ic needs is that the fai lure 

to satisfy them would damage human be ings' normal and desirable 

functioning, and th is demarcat ion criterion lets us have a shared zone 

between cultures despite the fact that there are some other needs, desi res and 

expectations that vary between them. Morality, so understood, sets some 

limits for the reasonableness of ethics, and thus restricts perspecti vism and 
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relativism. A limited consensus on the notion of the common good can 

sustain morality, without the need for an agreement on the good. 

If my argument is sound, then we can consider modem morality not as 

unintelligible fragmentary survivals of the classical morality, as its "oughts" 

can be meaningful in light of their part in securing basic human goods. 

These oughts do not need to refer to the good in order to be intelligible. 

What I conclude from this chapter is that, as opposed to Maclntyre's 

view, the moral crisis in the modem world does not need the Aristotelian 

and Thomistic moral approaches which invoke a notion of the final human 

good. It would suffice for us to check if the grounds of our reasoning derive 

from selfish motives, or from motives that track goods and, thus, are 

reciprocally and generally justifiable. Moral reasons in order to be 

reciprocally justifiable need to consider human beings as possessing 

inherent dignity independently of their other features, addressing human 

beings' needs in proportion to their vulnerability. 
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VII- Final Conclusion 

This thes is was a study on the notion of practical rationality. Its main 

obj ective was to explore whether there is a shared way of reasoning in 

practical and moral issues between di fferent cultures and traditions. For this 

purpose, I chose Maclntyre's notion of tradition-constituted and tradition­

constitutive rationali ty and justice as the key topic of the thesis, which holds 

there is no rationality and justice independent of a tradition. Rationality here 

is mainly practical rationality a most important outcome of which is the idea 

of justice. 

The thes is comprised six chapters. In the first chapter, I di scussed the 

role of traditions from Maclntyre's perspective. To thi s end, I di vided the 

tenn tradition into the two notions of traditions in a general and in an ideal 

sense. The ideal sense of tradition reflects Macintyre's normative attitude 

toward the classical, Aristotelian and Thomistic traditions in which, 

MacIntyre holds, we can find a remedy for the malaises of modem 

Liberalism. I referred to the features of tradition in the ideal sense as 

follows. I-Being progressive and cumulative over time, and thus moving to 

more adequate accounts of its objects than either its own accounts in its 

earlier stages or its rivals' accounts; 2-consisting of arguments about the 

virtues and the good of its members, and enjoying a widespread agreement 

on these notions (mostly applicable to moral traditions than to intellectual 

ones). I then explained the different functions of traditions and the 

constitution thes is in Maclntyre's view as follows. 

I-Traditions as conceptual schemes or paradigms, in the sense that 

traditions provide different understandings of the natural and the social 

world. I argued that thi s function sometimes assumes an ontological 

meaning whi ch points to the fomia tion of the identiti es of indi viduals in 

tradit ions. I argued that this fu ncti on particularly in its ontological sense 

might cause a misunderstanding of Maclntyre 's thought by suggesting the 

idea that individuals are cognitively limited to thei r own traditions. 

2-Traditions as serving a methodological function, by which I meant 

the specia l procedures that direct a research enqui ry in a particular tradi tion. 
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Traditions provide contingent starting-points for enquiries, without which 

the search for the good and the universal cannot conunence. To rationally 

appraise some claim, we have to narrate how the argument in a particular 

tradition has progressed. Rationality is judged on the basis of the best 

existing standards in a particular context. The CT in this sense is related to 

fallible reasoning which was discussed in chapters 3 and 4. 

3-Tradition as a context for defining and exercising the virtues , which 

in Maclntyre's account is a feature of a well-ordered moral tradition. The 

main feature of ideal traditions, which makes them capable of fulfilling this 

function, is their recourse to the notion of the common good which serves as 

an objective and shared criterion for morality. The concept of virtue finds its 

application through some antecedent accounts of moral or social life, which 

are provided in traditions. Morality in a good community is what people 

positively observe to approach their good, and not as only negative rules to 

regulate their relationships. The lack of an adequate knowledge of the 

human good comes with an inadequate knowledge of right rules for action 

in particular situations. I then explained that Maclntyre's appraisal of the 

classical and, in particular, the Aristotelian tradition, in part, stems tacitly 

from his account of practical rationality as an objectivity that, in his view, 

can be provided best in the classical tradition. In the classical tradition, 

internal goods of practices, narratives of human life and traditions can serve 

as objective measures independently of personal preferences to justify moral 

statements. The virtues serve as objective criteria to subordinate individual 

desires, and to direct them toward the good of practices. I argued that 

Maclntyre's earlier social theory without metaphysical foundations lacks 

sufficient content and founders upon the charge of formalism. I pointed to 

the two ways in which MacIntyre has subsequently turned to metaphysics, 

that is, his metaphysical view of the natural law tradition, and his view of 

human essential vulnerability which requires the virtues of acknowledged 

dependence for individuals to become independent practical reasoners; a 

state in which agents move from merely having reasons for actions to 

having the ability to evaluate those reasons. 
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In the second chapter, I explained the constitution thesis on the basis of 

each function as outlined above. MacIntyre criticizes the Enlightenment 

account of rationality on the grounds that there are no substantive princip les 

of rationali ty that stand independent of particular traditions. While the 

enlightenment project, as depicted by MacIntyre, sought to discover the 

universa l norms and rules of rationality, in Maclntyre 's view there are no 

universal measures of rationality, as it is only formal norms such as the law 

of non-contradiction that app ly uni versall y. 

I argued that the term "constituted" used by MacIntyre in hi s 

constitution thesis fits better the function of traditions as conceptual 

schemes and the ontological function than the two others, which are the 

methodologica l and the contextual function s. This might lead to a 

misunderstanding of Maclntyre 's point by offering a conservative account 

of him. 

Regarding the CT based on the role of traditions as conceptual 

schemes, I held that the difference in the role played by des ires between the 

goods of excellence and the goods of effectiveness results in different 

structures of practical rationali ty. In practical rationality based on the goods 

of effectiveness, as in Humean practical rationality, there is no vantage point 

for desires to comply with, and there would be no necessary or causal 

relation between the outcome of a practical sy llogism and an action; 

whereas the practical reasoning based on the goods of excellence employs a 

unified picture of an agent 's desires. In this view, what pleases the agent 

wi ll not per se be a good reason fo r acts; rather, what is conducive to his 

good would be a good reason fo r him to act upon. Distinct types of practical 

rationality have been constituted differently in different traditions based on 

their di fferent notions of human nature and the good, which in turn result in 

di ffe rent accounts of the vi rtues. An Aris tote I ian view of human nature 

results in an approach to practical reasoning based on the education of 

desires which term inates in an action, unlike an emotivistic view of human 

nature and its good. This difference refl ects itse lf in the meanings of 

different virtues bui lt upon di ffe rent practical ra tiona li ties. This account of 
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the constitution thesis, however, runs the risk of offering a conservative 

communitarian picture of MacIntyre, who sees no prospect of transcending 

the horizon of a given community; a view which MacIntyre himself is at 

pains to rej eel. 

Regarding the CT based on the role of traditions as a context for 

defining and cultivating the virtues, I held that practical habituation in the 

exercise of the virtues has to precede education in moral theory. Only those 

who have acquired good habits are able to theorize well about moral issues. 

Only the practically intelligent human being, in this Aristotelian view, can 

judge the mean and the right in practical situations. 

Regarding the CT based on the methodological function of traditions, I 

explained Maclntyre 's view that the rationality of tradition-constituted and 

tradition-constitutive enquiry is a matter of progress that is occurring in a 

tradition; a tradition whose life and enquiries begin from "some pure 

historical contingency, from the beliefs, institutions, and practices of some 

particular community which constitute a given" (1988a, p.354).Based on 

this, MacIntyre, contrary to the Enlightenment view, emphasizes the 

relevance of first principles to the conceptual schemes in which these first 

principles are working, and denies that there are -first principles whose 

evidence can be known by all rational human beings irrespective of the 

traditions in which the theories are formed. I also argued that Maclntyre's 

criticism of the liberal ideal of neutrality in line with his CT is mistaken, as 

it does not consider the possibility of distinction between ontological and 

normative detachment. The individual 's normative capacity for 

understanding other notions of the good is compatible with him inevitably 

having a position in a given tradition. I also held that the wording of the CT, 

particularly the term constitution, does not fit this methodological sense, as 

explained above. I proposed the use of expressions such as "tradition-guided 

rationality", "tradition-directed rationality" or "tradition-related rationality" 

in place of tradition-constituted rationality. 

In the third chapter, the discussion shifted from the issue of rationality 

to that of truth. This was necessary in order to explain how different 
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traditions interact with each other on the basis of their internal measures of 

rationality in order to di scover what truth is, which lies in correspondence 

with reality that is independent of different perspecti ves . In this chapter, I 

explained some Thomistic elements of Maclntyre's theory of truth. 

Maclntyre 's theory of truth like Aristotle's and Aquinas' theory is a rea li st 

and correspondence one, in the sense that there is an independent rea li ty 

which serves as the measure of truth. This correspondence relation is 

different from the modem version in that in the former the relation holds 

primarily between the intellect and the object, and not between propositions 

and facts. The intellect, which of course later forms concepts and 

propositions, should become adequate to and forma ll y identical with the 

object in order to grasp the truth. This gives a metaphysical sense to 

Aquinas's theory of truth, because the intellect' s capacity for knowing and 

the object 's capacity for being known become actuali zed in the knowledge­

process. This metaphysical explanation, unlike epistemological 

interpretations of Aquinas' theory of truth, has particulari sti c aspects that 

suit Maclntyre 's CT. The intellect as an embodied entity cannot leave aside 

all its particularities in order to formulate universa l and convincing-for-all 

principles. It should begin with its currently held positions, and by a process 

of revision and refutation it arrives at more compelling and more adequate 

beliefs. This is also related to a metaphysica l interpretation of first 

principles according to which substantial first princip les are not free­

standing self-ev ident principles; rather, their ev idence is known for a mind 

that is informed by the tradition within which they are formu lated, or for a 

mind that has theoretical grasp of the issue in a tradition. 

I also expla ined Maclntyre 's fa llibilism, which is related to the CT in 

its methodologica l sense, based on some features of Aquinas ' theory of 

knowledge, namely, 1) Aquinas' argumentative methodology, 2) the moral 

aspect of his theory of truth, which entail s openness to all criticisms, 3) the 

notion of the intellect's adequacy and activity, which emphasizes a 

graduali st progress toward truth, 4) Maclntyre's weak interpretati on of 

Aquinas' notion of the intell ect 's veracity, which leaves room fo r fa llible 

reasoning and 5) Maclntyre's anti -epistemologica l interpretation of 
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Aquinas, which denies a Cartesian certitude to be acquired at the beginning 

of our enquiries. However, this metaphysical interpretation might run 

against the discursive reasoning that MacIntyre endorses, or put it off to 

later epistemological phases of the knowledge-process. The reason is that in 

so far as we lack knowledge of first principles that are in fact employed in 

our reasoning we cannot participate in a productive dialogue with our 

opponents over them. Also, it is not clear how it is possible to evaluate the 

contingent starting-points of traditions, when the discussion reaches this 

stage. I suggested that there should be some substantive measures of 

rationality in light of which to minimally assess different traditions and their 

first principles against each other. 

Based on Maclntyre's presentation of Aquinas ' account of knowledge, 

we can infer that his CT points to a gradualist and contextual account of 

knowledge, and that it does not have relativistic and perspectivistic 

connotations. In the fourth chapter, 1 attended more fully to Macintyre 's 

theory of truth. I compared Macintyre ' s theory of truth and his CT with 

relativism and perspectivism as follows. 

With regard to moral relativism, I argued that MacIntyre can avoid this 

charge, because both his earlier social and his later metaphysical approaches 

are oriented toward Aristotelianism and Thomism. The notion of telos 

employed in these two traditions is wider than the notion of function which 

is defined in social contexts. If there is a context-transcending notion of 

telos and the good for human beings qua human beings, it will provide some 

independent measures for dismissing the charge of moral relativism. 

With regard to cognitive relativism, I argued that while Macintyre 's 

intention and his tenor of thought are anti-relativistic, his method based on 

the notion of epistemological crises cannot adequately justify his position 

against relativism, due to its intemalism. To revise this method, I argued we 

need to hold that there are some universal measures that are valid across 

traditions, and can be used to evaluate these traditions. I also held that 

MacIntyre should clarify if he by his constitution thesis means a rule-based 

particularism- that is a particularism that follows a logic, and whether this 
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logic may be shared between traditions, at least when basic hrn11an goods 

are at stake. 

With regard to perspectivism, I argued that MacIntyre thinks it possible 

to understand other ideas from other perspectives, much as they are 

comprehended by those with in the tradition in question. Individuals are not 

captured by their own tradition to the extent that they are not able to 

LU1derstand reality independently of their own perspecti ve. I also appea led to 

the immateriali ty of the inte llect to justify its transcending capacity, and to 

the non-nominali sm of Aquinas and Macintyre, which holds the order of the 

world is independent of our minds, and that it is apt to di sclose itself 

independently of our mental categori es, and reveal their inadequac ies. This 

differentiates Maclntyre's CT from philosophy after the linguistic tum. In 

addition to thi s metaphysical and ontological aspect, Maclntyre's insistence 

on dialogue with others, and di stinguishing between thinking for oneself 

and thinking by oneself highlights the necess ity of overcoming 

perspectivism. 

In chapter 5, I tried to investigate how Macintyre thinks Thomism is 

rationally superior to its rivals, and so can claim truth based on the notion of 

the adequacy of the intellect or a theory against its challengers. I explained 

that Maclntyre 's claim consists of two strands. The first part concerned the 

rational superiori ty of Thomism over Ari stote lian ism and Augustinian ism, 

which invo lved showing that Thomism has been able to make a consistent 

amalgam of these two traditions, and overcome their inadequacies. The 

second part addressed the superiority of Thomism over its radical rivals by 

showing that these rivals are in a state of disarray, and the forrner is able to 

explain and remedy their incapacity to provide a rationa l j ustifi cation for 

morali ty. I then di scussed that, despite Maclntyre' s claim, the superiority of 

Thomism over other traditions is not identifiable from within these 

traditions, and that hi s view in thi s regard is based on hi s own meta-ethical 

convictions, that is, a narrative account of the intelligibi lity of actions, and 

an objective justification based on the notion of the good. 

302 



In the sixth chapter, I argued that firstly the intelligibility of actions as 

segments of our lives does not require a narrative account of the whole of 

human life, secondly we can have an account of morality that does not 

depend on the notion of the final good; rather, it assumes basic facts about 

human beings, which include their basic and intellectual needs the failure to 

satisfy which damages their normal and desirable functioning. The mark of 

real needs is that their satisfaction sustains and improves our normal and 

desirable functioning, and this point lets us distinguish real needs from our 

acquired desires and expectations. One might undertake a practical study to 

see if the lack of some goods affects our normal and desirable performance, 

and in this respect we might need other peoples ' judgments. 

I contrasted this account of morality with ethics, where the latter is 

informed by an account of the good life, and the former points to conditions 

that respect human beings as beings who have basic needs and a right to 

justification required by their intellectual aspect. This account of morality 

works well in conditions in which people lack an agreement on the notion of 

the good. If we can provide a justification for morality independent of the 

notions of the good, then Maclntyre's view that modem liberal morality 

lacks resources for its justification unless it adopts the Aristotelian and 

Thomistic notions of the common good and the good for each person is 

flawed; for we can justify morality in terms of what is contributing to 

human beings' normal and desirable functioning, and not necessarily to 

human flourishing. Most moral norms that are honoured in a religious 

community based on a notion of the human good and flourishing, such as 

the badness of lying, backbiting, stealing, torturing, murdering, raping, etc., 

can also be justified in terms of human beings' normal and desirable 

functioning in secular terms. A religious justification might possess a 

stronger enforcement mechanism than does a secular justification, but their 

lists of virtues and vices significantly overlaps. 

Let us now, after this summary, return to the main issue of the thesis, 

that is, Maclntyre's idea of tradition-constituted rationality. What, finally, 

does MacIntyre seek to convey by this account of rationality? In the light of 
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the discussions in the preceding chapters, I shall recall what this account of 

rationality is and what it is not. 

I think we can understand Maclntyre 's constitution thesis in contrast to 

Cartesian epistemology and Kant's moral philosophy as they are understood 

by him. The constitution thesis runs counter to Cartesian epistemology by 

its anti-epistemological tendencies; that is to say, we do not and cannot start 

our substantial intellectual enquiries based on some indubitable ideas whose 

evidence can be shown to any rational human being; rather, we start from 

our contingent beliefs and move gradually toward their underlying 

principles whose evidence is clear to minds that have been formed in that 

tradition or have had the intellectual achievement of grasping the ideas in 

that tradition. The adequacy of these principles li es in the superiority of the 

whole system in which they are operating over other systems. Based on thi s 

view, we cannot mathematically prove our beliefs against others by 

abstracting some principles from a whole system; rather, we should note the 

role these principles and beliefs play in the hi story of a tradition and the 

improvement that they make upon the tradition 's previous stages. 

The constitution thesis runs counter to Kantian moral philosophy by its 

opposition to providing a universali stic rule-based account of morality. The 

constitution thesis in this sense is related to virtue-ethics which emphasizes 

the importance of moral education and following moral masters for knowing 

moral duties. The kind of moral knowledge that we need, according to this 

view, is not captured by some universal principles; rather, it requires the 

virtue of phronesis as practical intelligence which lets us know moral 

features that are at stake in particular situations. These are the two main 

features which we can affim1 that the constitution thesis conveys, that is, its 

anti-epistemological and virtue-ethical aspects. 

These two aspects conta in insights for today 's social and moral world; 

one is epistemological and the other is moral. The epistemological insight is 

the relief that we do not need to find out substanti al self-evident principles 

at the beginning of our intellectual enquiries. Thi s wou ld save people from 

what MacIntyre (2006a, p.12) ca ll s "mental breakdown", that is, doubting at 

304 



once all our existent beliefs in order to construct our beliefs from self­

evident principles. Instead, we proceed from our received beliefs and a mind 

that is shaped in a framework, without trying to build our system from 

scratch on principles that are acceptable to all people. This provides 

individuals with a sense of certitude that is psychologically very fruitful ; 

however, we should recall Maclntyre ' s emphasis that this certitude should 

be open to revision, though its positive point is that it does not require the 

Cartesian insight of starting from ideas indubitable to all rational persons. 

The moral insight that we can gain from Maclntyre's discussion is the 

emphasis that he lays upon our social aspects and the obligations that we 

owe to each other. As was discussed in the course of the thesis, in 

Maclntyre 's view, the common good is indispensable to the individual 

good, and the individual by observing this would acquire the required 

incentive to commit himself to the good of others and of the community, 

knowing that there is in fact no dichotomy between these goods. This 

account of the good can be used to support an account of human rights and 

freedom that is more active and participatory than the classical liberal 

account allows. 

The dominant view of human rights in the classical liberal tradition 

considers these rights as immunities from others ' coercion and interference; 

while the positive account of rights, which can be inferred from Macintyre ' s 

kind of discussion, takes rights as empowering mechanisms that actively 

engage individuals in public life. There are parallels here with D. 

Hollenbach 's (1994) account of the modem Catholic account of human 

rights expressed in the Second Vatican Council; as Hollengach (1994, 

p.142) states: 

This way of interpreting freedom of speech and religion 
views immunity from interference in these domains as in 
service of active participation in the public life of society. 
People should be free to express their political and religious 
beliefs in public in order that the true nature of the common 
good of the community might be more adequately 
understood and pursued. 
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Macintyre 's emphasis on the essentiality of the notion of the common 

good for individual goods can support thi s active account of human ri ghts, 

which in tum can balance the negative view ofhwnan rights and freedom . 

Another moral insight which we can acquire from MacIntyre is the 

socia l aspect that he gives to individual autonomy. As was explained in the 

previous chapter, in Maclntyre 's view, we achieve autonomy only through 

our social practices and by learning our good in our social interactions with 

those others who are more virtuous or wiser than us. This subjection of our 

personal desires to the knowledge and experience of the wise can prove very 

precious in our individual and social lives, as thi s would let us lead our life 

as an unrepeatable experience more efficiently. These two aspects, that is, 

the epistemological insight that we cannot start from self-evident substantial 

principles, and the emphasis on the common good and our moral obligations 

to each other are important lessons which we can take from Maclntyre. 

However, we should be cautious of possible misunderstandings of 

Maclntyre 's constitution thesis, the two most salient of which are as 

fo llows. 

The first is to think of traditions as closed entities that have 

incomparable ideas and ways of li fe. MacIntyre has been aware of thi s 

problem from which he has di stanced himself by rej ecting the charges of 

relativism and perspectivism and also the label of communitarian ism. The 

individual , as was argued in chapter 4, though he is constituted in a given 

tradition, has the capacity to reflect on his identity and learn from other 

traditions, and if necessary gradually revise his positions and identity. As I 

explained in chapter 2, the terminology of "constitution" is too heavy fo r 

this meaning, and other expressions such as tradition-d irected or guided or 

related rationalities are more appropriate ones, as they do not have these 

relativistic and perspectivistic connotations. A related misunderstanding is 

to interpret MacIntyre along the lines of philosophy after the linguistic tum 

which denies the possibility of avo iding the limitations of language to know 

rea lity as it is. 
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The second misunderstanding or misuse of the constitution thesis is to 

justify oppressive policies on the grounds that there are no universal norms 

of human conduct across traditions. Maclntyre's opposition to the idea of 

human rights subjects him further to this misappropriation. To dispel this, I 

argued that we should recognize some rights and norms for human beings 

qua human beings independent of their accounts of the good and their other 

loyalties. In fact, Maclntyre's espousal of the precepts of the natural law as 

conditions necessary for human normal functioning requires him to revise 

his attitude to the idea of human rights . Basic human needs and their 

intellectual need for rational justification can provide a minimum universal 

platform for protecting human beings against different kinds of 

mistreatments and vulnerabilities. 

After this recapitulation of the main points of the discussion, l shall 

return to the theological questions that I raised in the introduction to the 

thesis as my initial incentives to conduct this research, trying to answer 

them based on the kind of approach I have adopted in this work. To recall, I 

stated that my interest in Maclntyre's work has its roots in my engagement 

with some questions in the area of the philosophy of religion. One question 

was whether there is some measure for the justice Qf God independent of 

His decree. In the light of my discussion in the previous chapter regarding 

the necessity of some basic goods for human beings qua human beings, I 

argue here that these goods also hold for human beings in their interaction 

with God. The explanation is that if we consider God as a reasonable and 

rational Being, which is implied by his attribute as being wise, it would 

follow that His judgments should be based on some norms which are 

independent of His word, as is the case also with other rational and 

reasonable beings. By rationality here I mean His creation has a meaningful 

design and purpose such that nothing has been created in vain; therefore, 

human beings and their capacities have a purpose, and should be developed. 

If human beings have an intellectual capacity, this should be respected and 

developed in order to avoid absurdity. A part of this development is to 

consider human beings as being able to understand the grounds of what they 

are supposed to believe or to act upon, and that they are entitled to 
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justification in this regard. This does not rule out that they should also 

educate some of their desires and emotions, or follow some moral 

exemplars in order to be able to understand practical or theoretica l issues; 

however, they should understand why they do so. Accordingly, God as a 

wise and rational Being cannot dictate that I am just but you cannot access 

the measures of my justice, and whatever I do is the measure of justice. 

Neither can He order a normative system whose grounds are not at all 

justifiable to human beings. MacIntyre also would accept my argument 

here, as he holds that we need to have measures of justice independent of 

and prior to the authority of divine commands in order to be able to 

distinguish between false gods and the true God (1986b, p.374).Maclntyre 

(1986b, p.361) also states that an essential characteristic of the Judaeo­

Christian God, and in my view of Islam 's God, is that "He is just and that 

He cannot poss ibly not be". We should note that this "cannot" does not 

count as a limitation upon God' s absolute power, because these 

requirements stern from His intrinsic attributes such as being wise, etc. To 

act unwisely is a contradiction for God and cannot be the subject of his 

power. 

By reasonableness here I mean that God treats human beings and His 

other creations fairly; that is to say, His expectations of them are 

proportionate to the capacities they have, as the following verses from the 

Quran also indicate, "Allah does not impose upon any soul a duty but to the 

extent of its abi lity" (Quran 2:286, Shakir Translation); also, "[A llah] has 

not laid upon you an hardship in religion" (Quran 22: 78, Shakir 

Translation). 

The consideration of human beings' limitations is such that it, indeed, 

in some cases has led to the revision of some verdicts by God Himself; for 

instance, the forbidding of spouses' sexual intercourse on the nights of the 

fasting month of Ramadan has been annul led by God due to the fact that its 

observance has been too difficult for people, leading them to revise it; as the 

verse indicates: " It has been made lawful for you to go to your wives on the 

night of the fast: they are like a garment for you, and you are like a gannent 
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for them. God is aware that you were deceiving yourselves and He has 

turned in mercy towards you and pardoned you (Quran 2:187, Wahiduddin 

Khan Translation)" .51 

Another example of the consideration of human beings ' capacities by 

God, as a reasonable entity, can be seen in the four-step gradualist 

prohibition of drinking intoxicants, in order to pave the way and prepare the 

people for this verdict. In the first step, intoxicants were only compared to 

good provision and nourishments (Quran 16:67); in the second step, the 

intoxicated were asked not to approach prayer until they know what they 

say (Quran 4:43); as a third step, it was pointed out that the sin of drinking 

intoxicants outweighs its benefits (Quran 2:219); and finally in the fourth 

step it was introduced as a deed of Satan, and was more strongly prohibited. 

This gradualist attitude attests to the fact that changing individual and social 

habits is a difficult and time-consuming effort. Thus, if human beings have 

some capacities and limitations, which are largely the same across cultures, 

this would set some limits for the scope of obligations that any reasonable 

legislator, including God, can justly ordain upon them. Accordingly, even if 

we might not be able to understand the whole justice of God due to our 

limited knowledge, basic features of human beings_ including their basic 

physiological and intellectual needs can be a measure of the justice of God, 

and also a measure of the true understanding of His verdicts. 

As human basic needs are time-bound issues, in the sense that by the 

passage of time there might appear new understandings about human 

beings' basic needs, this would provide some measures for streamlining our 

understanding of religion. Some ideas about human rights, such as freedom 

of conscience, which address human basic needs, can play the same 

function. Accordingly, human basic needs and features , which include their 

inherent dignity, can be used to evaluate different traditions' treatment of 

human beings, as well as providing a developing understanding of religion. 

This is in line with the Ejtehad method in Shia Islam as a method for an 

51 A question might arise that why God has not foreseen this issue, but this is not my 
concern here. 
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understanding of religion that is responsive to the requirements of the time. 

Accordingly, my effort in this thesis was to provide a rational justi fication , 

in so far as is possible, for a universal mora lity that is also compatible with 

human beings' cultural di vergences. This account of moral ity would 

regulate our relationships in conditions in which we lack a shared account of 

the good life. Considering human beings' basic needs is required of any 

reasonable moral agent in order to respect the dignity of human beings as 

rational beings. 
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