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Teaching Morals

People engaged in the necessary tasks of the world very frequently find the
moralist a nuisance and a bore. It is all very well to sit in your armchair or
stand in your pulpit and talk about ideals and all that, but none of this has
much relevance to practical affairs. You may succeed in making people feel
guilty or complacent, but in the meantime the practical questions have to be
decided. All this talk of morality is really very abstract and has little to do
with the practical affairs of life. People often suspect that moralizing is just
a way that the weak, incompetent and impractical man has found for
blackmailing the poor fellow who is up to his neck in the real risks and
compromises of decision-making.

If this is true then it seems probable that we had better not teach morals
at all: perhaps all we could do is produce prigs and puritans eager to sit in
judgement on their fellows without soiling their own hands with the dirty
business of real life. Here, then, since I can tell you absolutely nothing about
teaching, I thought I might serve some slight purpose by trying to defend
morality against this kind of attack. I want to present a view of morality quite
different from the one I have mentioned; and if what I describe is not
morality as commonly understood, then I reckon it will do instead.

I think morality is concerned with human behaviour, and its concern is of
a special kind: what characterizes morality, as distinct from the many other
ways of looking at human behaviour, is first that it is the most practical
approach and secondly that it is the least abstract approach.

Let me explain those in turn. First morality is practical. When you learn
about morals you are learning not some theoretical truths but how to do
something. So learning morality is more like learning music or carpentry
than it is like learning astronomy or physics. I'll have more to say about this
later but just for now let me explain how Thomas Aquinas saw this matter.
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He thought that human intelligence is displayed in two broad areas which he
called theoretical and practical. It is very important to see that the difference
between these is not simply one of subject matter. It is not a matter of
whether we are thinking about atoms or about actions. Practical intelligence
is displayed not in thinking about actions but in doing them. The sports
reporter at the football match is exercising his theoretical reason in describ-
ing and analysing the game; the footballer on the pitch is exercising his
practical intelligence in playing it. He is playing intelligently, we may hope.
Incidentally it is simply because the footballer is playing intelligently (or
unintelligently) that the sports reporter can produce the kind of report that
he does - basically a critical narrative, or an evaluating story. You cannot
report the behaviour of bees or earthquakes in this way. If you are teaching
morals your primary aim is to produce someone analogous to an intelligent
footballer, not someone analogous to an intelligent reporter. The two have
obvious interconnections, but the important thing to see is that the fact that
a player is not good as a reporter does not make him an unintelligent player.
It is just that if you want to explain how intelligent his play is you have to
report it intelligently. You have to use your theoretical intelligence.

The aim of theoretical reason is to understand the world; the aim of
morals is to change it. Understanding the world is much more than being
well informed about what is the case. We understand something when we
know not merely that it is the case but the reason why it is the case. Anyone
may know that sugar, unlike marble, dissolves in water; it takes a physical
chemist to explain why this has to be so given the molecular structure of the
materials involved. If the physical chemist has done his job we are able to
say: 'Yes, of course, the sugar dissolves.' Science, theoretical understanding
in general, deals not in facts but in explanations. And this is one excellent
human activity. But if you want to understand human activity as thoroughly
as you can, and especially if you want to teach people how to be active as
well as they can, you will get more tips from the football coach than from the
physics teacher.

Of course things are not as simple as that, for the physics teacher is not
just teaching the truths of physics. He is mainly engaged in teaching people
how to be physicists, how to do physics. And that, of course, is a practical
matter.

What then is the difference between the football coach's concern with the
human activity of playing football and the moralist's concern with human
activity? This is where our second characteristic comes in: The moralist is
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less abstract than the football coach. What I mean by this is that the well-
doing of football abstracts from a great deal of the complex business of
human living. It is not of any direct relevance to playing football well that
you are, say, kind, or a good physicist passionately interested in stamp-
collecting. The moralist, on the other hand, is concerned not with an isolated
abstract feature of human living like football, but with the activity of human
living as a concrete whole. He is concerned not just with what it is to be a
good physicist or carpenter or footballer, but with what it is to be a good
human being. He is concerned with the good life for a human being taken as
a whole.

So first of all I have distinguished between theoretical intelligence,
concerned with understanding the reasons why things are as they are, and
practical intelligence, concerned with changing the way things are, with
human activity. And within this human activity, I have distinguished between
acting well in the particular abstract field of endeavour (this is a matter of
acquiring skills and techniques) and acting well in the field of endeavouring
to be a human being (this, as we shall see, is a matter of acquiring virtues).

It may seem odd to talk of the endeavour to be a human being: are we not
simply human by being born as such? Well, yes and no. A human being,
unlike, say, a crystal of rock salt, is not a static thing. A human being is a
human life which begins and develops. I take it that the whole raison d'etre
of teachers is to enable people to develop their human lives towards flour-
ishing or maturity. They, and a lot of other people, face the task of helping
people through the tricky transition from infancy to a fulfilled instead of a
thwarted adult life.

All this is because we are not just human beings but human becomings.
Like all other animals and unlike rock-crystals, for us to be is to have a
lifetime, a development; but for us, and unlike for other animals, our lifetime
is a life story. The difference is that the characters in a life-story in part make
their own development; they make decisions, sometimes crucial ones which
determine how the story will go on. Human animals are to this extent in
charge of their lifetimes, their life-stories. That is why the study of human
behaviour is ethics, while the study of other animal behaviour is only
ethology. When the novel Watership Down came out it was reviewed in the
New York Review of Books and the writer described it as a charming tale
about some middle-class English children disguised as rabbits. And so they
were. You could not have a story about actual rabbits. Because they do not
control their own stories by decisions of the human kind there could be no
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drama, no comedy, no tragedy. Morality, then, is just the study of human lives
considered precisely as life-stories. And what it is concretely to be a human
being is to be a character in a life-story.

Whatever extra padding goes into it, the report of a football match is
essentially a report on a series of solutions to practical problems, problems
that are being solved (or not solved) by the players on the field - not in
talking about them to others or to themselves in their heads, but in their
intelligent activity. Intelligent activity, whether in the limited and abstract
area of a human life, is not a matter, or does not have to be a matter, of first
thinking something out in words with your theoretical intelligence and then
acting on the conclusion to which you have come. Aristotle compared intel-
ligent activity to a kind of reasoning in which the conclusion you come to is
not a proposition but an action.

Of course one big difference between the game of football and the game
of life is connected with the abstractness and simplicity of football. It is rel-
atively simple to say what counts as successful activity, well-performed
activity in football because the aims and purposes of the players, as players,
are easy to understand. They are easy to understand because we invented
them. What counts as winning, what counts as good or bad play, and also
what counts as inadmissible play, is decided by the Football Authorities.

This does not seem to be the case with the game of life; nor could it be. I
should say immediately that there were a whole lot of twentieth-century
philosophers, for example the existentialists in France, and people like
Richard Hare in Britain, who thought that the point and purpose of human
life can be a matter of individual decision, or, as Hare would say, a 'funda-
mental option'. I think these people have to be wrong because of what
decision is. I shall be trying to argue that a decision can only be an incident
in the course of a life-story. It is essentially against the background, in the
context of the story. There cannot be a decision about the story itself. I think
these philosophers have been led astray by a mistaken idea called 'free will'.
I am not opposing free will to determinism or any mechanistic theory of
human behaviour. I am opposing it to what Aquinas calls 'free decision'
(liberum arbitrium). But more of that in a moment.

So it is quite easy for us to understand that the point and purpose of the
game of football is a matter of a decision we make within the game of living;
it is not so clear how we come by an idea of the point and purpose of living
itself.

To cut a long story relatively short, because I haven't time to argue every-
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thing, it seems to me that the point of human living cannot be to amuse the
birds, in the way in which the point of machines does lie outside themselves:
they are to amuse and be useful to human animals. I think it is true, and very
importantly true, that the point of human living lies beyond itself, but not
outside itself. This is because I think that in the end the point of human living
lies in God, who is beyond us but not outside us. God, unlike the birds or any
other creatures, cannot lie outside us because he creates us and sustains us
all the time, making us to be and keeping us as ourselves. So to say that the
point of our lives is in God is not to point to something outside us but to a
greater depth within us.

However, before we come to God I would like to suggest that with human
animals, as with all the other animals, the purpose of life is living with each
other. This means that a good and well-functioning animal, a healthy animal,
is one that lives well with the rest of its species. Living well with them
involves, for example, mating with them, but also competing for mates and,
in the case of at least one species, eating your mate after intercourse. We
have all been learning from various zoologists how extraordinarily diverse
and peculiar are the various solutions that different species have found to
the problem of surviving. But, whatever the oddity of the set up, a healthy
well-functioning shark or praying mantis is one that fits into the require-
ments of the species, one that lives well with its kin, according to its kind.

What distinguishes the human animal is the extraordinary new way it
has found of living with its kind. What binds the human species together,
and what is thus necessary for its flourishing, is not just kinship, blood-
relationship, but what we may call culture - that whole area that arises from
our capacity to create symbols, centrally of course, to use language (but we
have to include music, painting, the building of cities, the development of com-
munications of all kinds, all the technologies, arts and sciences). It is because
of all this that our lifetimes are life-stories, that our lives are in our own hands.

We have a special name for human living with each other. We call it friend-
ship (what Aristotle called philia). Friendship is more than people wishing
well to other people. It involves what Aquinas calls communicatio, sharing,
and the New Testament calls koinonia, sharing a common life. Friendship is
a matter of being with others.

Now if the purpose of human living is to live with each other, and if this
involves living in friendship, so that the good life for human animals is one
in which friendship is fostered and preserved, this is not something that we
have resolved upon, not a decision or option we have come to, not even a
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'fundamental option'. It is something that belongs to us because of the kind
of animal we are, the linguistic or rational animal. We are born as players of
this game; we do not decide what shall be its aim and purpose; we discover
these things. Of course discovering what kind of animals we are and what
this implies takes a very long time and centuries of poetry and drama and
critical philosophical thinking, and even then we are likely to make a lot of
mistakes. That is why Thomas Aquinas thought it was very decent of God to
help us out by giving us an outline of what it is to live in friendship: the Ten
Commandments. God thought that, after some reflection, we might come to
the conclusion that friends would not kill each other or seduce each other's
husbands or wives or get them falsely convicted of crimes or kidnap them
and enslave them or seek to defraud them of their possessions; but all the
same it would be a good idea to get all this down in black and white, or better
still, on tablets of stone. Well, it wasn't quite like that: the Decalogue is part
of God's summons to Israel to be his people, to share in his life and his right-
eousness. God is telling them that the first step to being God's people is to be
human people, and that means living in friendship.

It is, however, important to see that what is provided by such a document
as the Decalogue is precisely an outline of friendship. That is to say it draws
a boundary around friendship to show where it stops: beyond these limits
friendship does not exist. This is the characteristic function of law. When I
was talking about football and saying that it is our invention and that its aims
and purposes are decided by the Football Authorities, I said that their
decision in the end determined what counts as good or bad play, and also
what counts as inadmissible play. These are two different kinds of stipula-
tion. It is the difference between perhaps not playing football well, and not
playing it at all, but perhaps pretending to. Someone who commits a foul is
seeking to obtain a result which looks like winning a football match, without
playing football. It is with such matters that laws are characteristically
concerned, and they are very important. But you cannot learn how to play
football well simply by knowing what such laws are. Learning to play
football well is a matter of acquiring skill by practice. For this you need the
guidance of a teacher who already knows how to play well, though it may
also be useful to read a book written by such a teacher. In either case you do
not learn by listening to what the teacher says or by reading him. You learn
^practising in accordance with what he says. If it is a matter of some com-
plicated athletic feat or manoeuvre, you will begin by laboriously following
the dotted lines in the diagram and going through the process many times,
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telling yourself what the next bit is. During the early stages of learning you
will be listening to yourself or listening to your teacher and following the
instructions. As you carry on you will gradually develop a skill; the thing will
become, as they say, 'second nature' to you. This is what Aquinas calls a
habitus, a disposition. Habitus does not mean habit. To be able to drive a
car is a habitus or disposition. It means you can drive without an instructor,
without constantly referring to a manual, without having to tell yourself
when it is safe to overtake or when you should use your indicator. You just
do these things intelligently and effortlessly. To drive skilfully in this way is
not to drive out of habit in the sense that you may have a drink habit or a
habit of smoking. A disposition or skill or habitus makes it easier for you to
do what you want to do; a habit makes it harder for you not to do what you
do not want to do.

The dispositions you need to acquire in order to play football well are
skills, dispositions towards producing a good result, a good solution to a par-
ticular footballing problem for example. The dispositions you need to
acquire in order to play the game of life well are called virtues. It is because
we are not just human beings but human becomings that we need virtues. We
need dispositions that will make it easy for us to make good practical
decisions in carrying on our life-story. So while a skill or a technique is
directed to the excellence of the thing produced, a virtue is directed to the
excellence of the producer. The excellence we are concerned with when we
look at human behaviour in the totally practical, totally non-abstract way
that we adopt in moral judgement is not the excellence of something that
results from a human action but the very human action itself. This is going
to mean: Is it directed towards or against the being human (or becoming
human) of this human actor? And this is going to mean in the end: Is it or is
it not a preservation and fostering of friendship - that kind of friendship
upon which human community and thus human existence depends? I say
this is what it means in the end, because this is what the good life is for a
human animal. But this is not what our immediate moral judgements are
about. You do not criticize a move by a footballer simply by saying it is bad
football; you say in what particular way his actions have failed in skill. And
the skills involved in football are many and various; but nothing like as many
and various as the virtues required for the good human life.

There is one important connection between technical skills and virtues I'd
like to mention because it has to do with learning or acquiring virtues.
Besides individual skills like being able to carve the turkey or play the flute,
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there are skills about skills, like being a good host or playing in an orchestra,
which involve co-ordinating many skills and, most importantly, co-operating
with others. Even learning an individual skill ordinarily involves a relation-
ship with a teacher; and learning how to work with a team or with an
orchestra involves even more complex relationships with people. It is most
commonly when learning how to engage in large scale communal projects of
this kind that virtues are developed - even though virtues themselves are not
simply complex skills.

Virtues are dispositions that have to do with practical behaviour. So they
belong to our living, which is a complex interweaving of knowledge and
desire. We share with the other animals desires which arise from our sense-
interpretation of our world: things are attractive to us (or riot) because of
how they feel to us. But being linguistic animals we also interpret our world
in terms of what can be said of it. To speak of the world is not merely to
express how it makes us feel but how it is and is not. It is our linguistic
capacity that makes us able to grasp truth, to escape from the subjectivity and
privacy of feeling into objectivity. And this is because linguistic meanings do
not belong to anyone in the way that feelings do. Meanings do not belong to
anyone in the way that feelings do; meanings are in the language, which is, of
its nature, public and common. So nobody could have my sensations, only
more or less similar ones; but everyone must be able to have my thoughts. It
is most unlikely that you have exactly the same sensations as I have in
drinking a pint of Guinness, but we all mean exactly the same by the clause
'drinking a pint of Guinness'. As Aquinas sees it, understanding a meaning is
transcending our privacy, subjectivity, materiality, to share with each other,
communicate with each other in terms of truth, in ways which are not simply
bodily, by the use of signs and symbols to express meanings. So to have
language is to be able to know the truth about the world, and, of course, by
the same token, to make mistakes about it. What we feel is just what we feel
and there is no way of 'correcting' it; but what we say of the world is open to
discussion with others and within ourselves. Using our intelligence, unlike
seeing, is a task, a work of investigation, something we have to do. And we
may or may not want to do it. For just as our sense-knowledge gives rise to
desires (we are attracted or not by what we sense) so does our rational
knowledge, our linguistic way of interpreting the world. And the thing about
this linguistic interpretation is that it isn't simply there like a sensation. A
hungry dog seeing a juicy steak, unless it is sick, cannot but desire it. It can
only be aware of the steak under the aspect of its smell and pleasant appear-
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ance. But we are aware of things not just in terms of their sensible appear-
ance but also under a description, in fact under an indefinite number of
descriptions. We are not only attracted by the smell etc.; we also recognize
the steak as, for example, belonging to somebody else, being produced by the
slaughter of harmless beasts, high in cholesterol, extremely expensive . . . and
so on. All these are thoughts or considerations about the steak, and plainly
they could go on indefinitely. How much we will think about the matter is in
part a matter of how much we want to. For considering something is a human
activity and human activity is done because we want to do it, because we find
it attractive, or at least not repulsive to do it.

Suppose that my neighbour's wife and I are extremely attracted to each
other and wish to go to bed together. Of course I know quite well that she is
my neighbour's wife. But there is a difference between knowing something
and considering it, bringing it before my mind: just as you knew five minutes
ago who was the President of the United States but you were, I like to think,
not paying any especial attention to this piece of knowledge. Now it is quite
possible for me to find the thought of my beloved as my neighbour's wife an
unpleasant one to contemplate, and so I push it to the back of my mind
where it does not provide a motive for action (or inaction). In this way I will
be motivated to do what I know quite well to be irrational and wrong and
which on later consideration I will acknowledge to be such. It is our linguis-
tic capacity to understand things and situations under an indefinite number
of descriptions that, in St Thomas's view, is the root of human freedom, the
root of our capacity to make actions really our own, flowing from our own
decision, and also of course our capacity to deceive ourselves and behave
irrationally.

In the story I have been telling about my alleged sex life what was missing,
of course, was a good education. If I had only acquired by education certain
elementary virtues, things would have appeared differently. What I needed
was, for example, the virtue of temperateness in my emotional life so that I
would not be simply overwhelmed by sexual attraction but keep it in its
proper place among many other aspects of human living. I would also need
the virtue of justice so that I just naturally took account of what was owing
both to my beloved and to her husband; I would be reluctant to exploit her
affection for me, and reluctant to deceive him and make their marital life
even more difficult than most marital lives are. The result of acquiring such
virtues would be that I would have had a truer view of the situation, I would
be considering the important things about it and not the relatively trivial
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good to be attained by going to bed with her, or anyway not concentrating
exclusively on this trivial good.

But above and beyond such virtues as temperateness and justice, I would
need to have acquired the virtue of good sense, or prudentia. This is not
reckoned by St Thomas among the moral virtues because it has not to do
directly with desires but with understanding. He says it is an intellectual
virtue, but since it is concerned with the practical intellect it is all tied up
with the virtues that govern desires, and without it there can be no true
moral virtues. Good sense is the virtue or cluster of virtues that make it easy
and second nature to us to make good decisions. Good sense is a kind of
clear-sightedness about our problems which enables us to put them in
proper perspective, to see what is more important and what is less so. It also,
and most importantly, involves a certain clear-sightedness about my self.

Moralists from the late middle ages onwards, and particularly since the
sixteenth century, have seen the characteristic human act as one flowing
from the free will, viewed as a separate faculty from intelligence. For
Aristotle and for Aquinas, the characteristic human act is one done for a
reason, the product of practical intelligence. In such practice, desire and
understanding interact at all stages: we desire what we consider good and
we consider when we want to.

The pattern of moral thinking for the later thinkers consisted of two
sharply divided stages: first, the understanding assembled all the facts and
worked out what would happen if we did what was in accordance with moral
law. At this stage you know what is right and proper to do. Then comes the
crucial question. After all the reasoning has been done, we still have to find
out whether you will act on these findings or not. This is the sacred province
of the free will: you will to go one way rather than the other.

This is the theory of decision-making that is satirized in the BBC comedy
show Yes, Minister. Humphrey, the civil servant, is supposed to be a pure
intellect and fact-gathering machine with no policies of his own; when he has
delivered his findings Jim Hackett, the minister, will exercise his will and
action will follow. The point of the programme, of course, is to show that it
is actually Humphrey who makes the policy decisions, for there is no such
thing as pure will. How you act depends on how the facts are presented and
this itself comes from an interplay of desire and understanding. Once this is
done, Jim Hackett's alleged decision is a foregone conclusion. This is as true
of individual personal decisions as it is of politics. There is no practical intel-
ligence standing neutrally above the fray. How you think about a situation,
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even how you identify a situation, crucially depends on your policies or, as
we say in the personal case, your virtues or vices.

The consequence of the sixteenth-century Voluntarist' view of the moral
life was that the work of the intelligence was seen as something that could
be detached from the actual moments of decision. You could think of a
solution to moral problems in the abstract, in the quiet of your study, and you
could write your conclusions in books - thus we got the handbooks of so-
called moral theology giving you the solution to each problem. Of course it
was recognized that in the concrete no two moral problems are exactly the
same, so as time went on more and more complicated qualifications were
added, and the science of casuistry was born. In the face of conflicting
reasons for thinking an action lawful or not, principles of decision called
systems of casuistry were devised - 'It is OK to follow the most probable
view', or even 'any probable view', and so on. I will not deter you with these.
The important point is that when with the aid of your handbooks and your
casuistry you had seen the light. There then remained a decision for Jim
Hackett, your free will.

It is, as always, a relief to turn from all this muddle to the sanity of
Aristotle and Aquinas. For them, acting in terms of reasons is of course free
because thinking is free. The way you interpret the world through language
and concepts is not determined by your bodily structure, your nervous
system and brain, as is the way you and other animals interpret it through
the senses. Thinking is creative interpretation. But how you interpret your
world will depend on what kind of person you are, what virtues or vices you
have developed. In what, in this tradition, is called the 'practical syllogism',
an action follows from premisses in a way parallel to the way a conclusion
follows from premisses in a theoretical syllogism. Practical reasoning is not
just thinking about what means are the best way of achieving this end; it is
much more crucially thinking what sort of action follows from the kind of
person I am.

As Aristotle said, in a remark which has puzzled modern moralists, you
have to have a character in order to make a decision. To make a decision is
to make an action your own, one that really flows from you, flows from the
dispositions that have made you the person you are. Just plumping for one
thing rather than another, as a child might, just being persuaded by the
handsome canvasser on the doorstep or threats from the pulpit, is not to
make a decision of your own. Of course when it comes to praise and blame,
when it comes to deciding whether you are engaged in leading the good life,
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carrying on your life-story in a human way, not making a decision may be as
blameworthy as making a bad decision.

The basic point is that teaching morality (or anything I could recognize as
morality) must be a matter of enabling people to make good decisions which
will be their own decisions. And this is done by helping them to acquire dis-
positions both of heart and mind. I suppose this might sometimes be done by
story-telling - not telling moral tales, but entering imaginatively into the
life-stories of interesting people, and also by imaginative dramatic recon-
struction of situations of decision and so on. That is just a suggestion I throw
out. I am, however, sure that the task is not to be achieved by getting people
to read handbooks of moral theology.

But perhaps the most important conclusion of all follows from the recog-
nition that morality is about doing and making and not first of all about
explaining. The modern philosopher who has done more than anyone else in
recent years to rehabilitate the Aristotelean idea of morality as based in
virtue is surely Alasdair Maclntyre. For him all philosophical thinking is a
kind of traditional craft that has to be handed from generation to generation,
so that if the sequence is broken certain disastrous results follow. Whether
or not this is in general true, it seems to me quite obviously true of moral
philosophy. Of its practical nature it must be traditional, that is to say
deriving from and criticizing and modifying a tradition. If your aim is to teach
the craft of making violins, you do not give your student some wood and
some tools and tell him to get on with it. You show him how violins have
been made - and this is part of showing him what a violin is. He will copy the
work and techniques of skilled men of the past, and after several years, or
nearly a lifetime of this, he may be ready to add to and modify the tradition
into which he has been introduced. And I now I leave it to you to consider
whether the craft of making human beings, or human becomings, is likely to
be any quicker and easier to acquire than the making of violins. For me, I
think to imagine that you can read it all up in a book (Teach Yourself
Human-making as it might be named) must be crazy; though that is what
they sometimes call being traditional. It is just as crazy to imagine that the
beginner is somehow automatically competent to decide or even understand
or even recognize what human decisions are, off his or her own bat. Learning
morality is, it seems to me, learning to be free; and doing that in any depth
has to take most of a lifetime, most of a life-story.
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