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ABSTRACT 

Philippa Foot’s account of natural normativity relies on functions. For Foot, 

having a function is what distinguishes those traits that can serve as the basis for the 

evaluation of an organism from those traits that cannot. For example, Foot asserts that a 

blue-headed tit that lacks the blue spot on its head is merely unusual but a peacock that 

lacks a brightly colored tail is defective because while the blue spot does not have a 

function, the brightly colored tail does. Problematically, it is not immediately clear just 

how Foot understands functions. 

 I argue that Foot’s account of functions requires a distinction between functions 

and accidents. In Foot’s schema, functions appear similar to contributions to the 

achievement of ends: in the case of non-human organisms, functional traits contribute to 

survival and reproduction, while human beings are sui generis in that our ends are not 

exhausted by survival and reproduction. However, a trait’s contributing to these ends is 

not sufficient grounds for that trait to have a function. Only those traits that contribute in 

the right way count as having a functional role and can consequently serve as the basis 

for evaluations of the organism. Borrowing Reid Blackman’s example, a deer that evades 

predators through camouflage rather than swiftness is uncharacteristic and not naturally 

good in Foot’s schema. In such cases, the trait in question makes only an accidental 

contribution to an end. 

 Furthermore, I argue that in order to maintain a function/accident distinction, Foot 

must understand functions in terms of kinds. These kinds entail three things for any 

organism that instantiates the kind: some work or end achieved by the organism, a 

characteristic story of how that work is achieved, and some sort of purposiveness to the 
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characteristic achievement of that work. In the case of the deer above, its work is survival 

and reproduction, the story of how it achieves those ends includes eating leaves and 

avoiding predators through swiftness, and the achievement of survival and reproduction 

in this way is purposive because it answers to the capacity of living things to be a 

beneficiary. 

On one hand, my account of Foot’s natural goodness solves numerous problems 

in the interpretation of her work. It explains why natural goodness is unique to living 

things as opposed to entities that admit of similarly structured evaluations by looking at 

the purposiveness involved in these evaluations. Additionally, my interpretation counters 

the objection that Foot’s treatment of nature appears ignorant of pertinent empirical 

scientific evidence. In evaluating organisms as members of kinds, presumably an 

organism might belong to multiple kinds. Consequently, we can understand and evaluate 

an organism both as a member of a biological kind whose work is genetic promulgation 

and as a member of its neo-Aristotelian species whose work, at least in the case of non-

human organisms, is survival and reproduction. Seen in this way, the relevant concern is 

not “how can Foot’s account of organisms avoid the charge of being scientifically 

uninformed?” but “why should the natural goodness of an organism be evaluated with 

respect to one kind instead of another?” 

Some neo-Aristotelians have endeavored to address this difficulty through the 

following commitments: that the neo-Aristotelian understanding of an organism is special 

because it is a self-interpretation, that these interpretations do not compete with one 

another, or that the natural sciences must presuppose a neo-Aristotelian understanding of 

species in order to have a notion of life. Rather than adopting any of these approaches, I 
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contend that by understanding Foot through this three-part model we can understand the 

evaluation of an organism as a member of the neo-Aristotelian species as primary in a 

way that the biological account is not. 

On the other hand, my interpretation entails epistemological problems for Foot. 

We seem unable to distinguish accidental contributions to the work of an organism from 

functional contributions in a well-informed way, and the sui generis nature of human 

work makes it difficult to establish what counts as a contribution to its achievement. In 

light of these difficulties, the prospect of our having knowledge of the kinds on which her 

account depends seems dim. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this dissertation, I examine Philippa Foot's concept of functions within her 

larger project of natural normativity. At one stage in the course of this dissertation, one of 

my advisors asked if it was fair to characterize my project as a work of the “history of 

(recent) philosophy.” He raised this insightful question in view of my insistence on 

limiting my project to exploring Foot’s position rather than attempting to defend or 

criticize some optimal version of neo-Aristotelian naturalism. His question concerned the 

significance of my work. Was the ultimate aim of my project to clarify Foot’s position or 

to achieve knowledge of the truth about natural goodness?  

Having thought about the question for some time since, I think that the 

characterization of my project as in the history of recent philosophy is at least partly a fair 

one. However, it does not follow that such a project must be purely interpretive. 

Sometimes, a given argument might bolster or undermine a wide variety of positions, but 

in other cases a given philosophical position can only be assessed in a nuanced way, with 

as many details as possible filled in. I adopt this latter approach, and in this dissertation, I 

aim to explicate and offer a critical response to Philippa Foot’s account of natural 

goodness.  

In defense of this approach, I first note that there are quite a few areas where 

Foot’s position is unclear. As John Hacker-Wright remarks in the introduction to 

Philippa Foot on Goodness and Virtue, “what Foot means […] has been the subject of 
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considerable controversy.”1 But I am not defending this approach only on the grounds 

that the interpretation of Natural Goodness remains unsettled. In assessing a 

philosophical project, it is valuable to limit the number of moving pieces. Foot adopts 

numerous commitments that she could have and perhaps should have avoided. For 

example, one such position is the sui generis nature of the human organism. Abandoning 

this commitment would have helped Foot to avoid at least some of the epistemological 

problems that I address in Chapter 5.  

Why not then simply advance the strongest available neo-Aristotelian position, 

which is to say, the one that has made all such adjustments? Frankly, I do not know what 

that position would be. There are many commitments to be embraced or discarded, and 

the strength of a given philosophical position seems to always depend on some particular 

question. For example, abandoning a commitment to the sui generis work of human 

beings might help to resolve some epistemological difficulties, but it may entail other 

problems regarding how natural goodness aligns with our pre-philosophical intuitions 

about human goodness. Consequently, I decided to proceed by examining just how one 

such account, given the best reading I could muster, could answer the many challenges 

posed against neo-Aristotelian ethical naturalism. 

My initial interest in the subject matter came from an early graduate class where, 

in reading a selection from Tyler Burge’s book, Origins of Objectivity, I was struck by 

the idea of something being good or bad for a paramecium. In Burge’s work, such 

                                                           
1 John Hacker-Wright, “Introduction: From Natural Goodness to Morality,” in Philippa Foot on Goodness 
and Virtue, ed. John Hacker-Wright (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 1-23. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-
91256-1. 
 



xi 
 

goodness relates to the idea of functions, which in turn raises the question of just what is 

meant by “function.”2 Functions seem to be operative when we think of a trait as having 

some role that it is supposed to play or a situation in which it should be applied, and it 

seemed strange to me that such things could both be features of the natural world and 

entail goodness and badness. 

Consequently, I sought to understand this peculiar connection between natural 

goodness and functions and to understand just what these functions are. Almost everyone 

that I discussed this interest with recommended Philippa Foot; and so, I began with her 

work and sought to first establish an interpretation of her claims in Natural Goodness. 

Establishing such a reading is the project of Chapter 1. 

First, I argue that Foot’s schema begins with kinds and takes functions to be 

crucial only in establishing just which traits are suitable to ground evaluations. Second, I 

clarify that Foot does not only evaluate organisms with respect to those traits that have a 

function contributing to the continuation of that organism’s species, since she does not 

think this is the case regarding human beings. Third, I clarify that Foot’s evaluations of 

natural goodness pertain to those parts and traits of organisms that functionally contribute 

to the achievement of some ends, which I term the “work” of an organism. 

Chapter 2 assesses the secondary literature and develops several governing 

questions. The literature raises several fundamental objections to Foot: her account 

entails repugnant conclusions; she employs an archaic notion of function; the role of need 

                                                           
2 Tyler Burge, Origins of Objectivity (New York: Oxford University Press 2010), 313, DOI: 
10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199581405.001.000. See also Mary Midgley, Wickedness: A Philosophical Essay. 
(London: Routledge and Kegan-Paul, 1984). 
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in Foot’s schema is peculiar; her position is indeterminate. In response to these 

objections, I articulate three domains of inquiry, each of which is the subject of the 

following chapters: Foot’s account of functions, the evaluative priority of the neo-

Aristotelian species, and knowledge of these neo-Aristotelian species. 

Chapter 3 attempts to answer the question that initially motivated this dissertation: 

what are Footean functions? I begin with the importance of kinds, a position established 

in Chapter 1. Here, I introduce three aspects of those kinds that can ground functions. I 

term these three aspects “work,” “story,” and “purpose.” By “work” I mean some end 

that is achieved. Such an end need not be terminal in every sense, as I take survival and 

self-maintenance to be exemplars of work in the case of living things. Instead, work is a 

point at which “questions of ‘How?’ and ‘Why?’ and ‘What for?’ come to an end.”3 I 

take “story” to be the characteristic way in which that work is achieved in accordance 

with the kind to which an entity belongs.  

However, Foot does not maintain that every instance of a kind entailing work and 

a story will yield functions or evaluations. For example, in the case of “tree-touchers” and 

“foot-wagglers” she shows that there may be instances where there can be both work and 

a story of how that work is achieved, and yet no evaluations of something counting as a 

good tree-toucher or bad foot-waggler. What is lacking, Foot asserts, is some 

characteristic point.4 I term this third aspect “purpose” and I understand it to be realized 

                                                           
3 Philippa Foot, Natural Goodness (New York, Oxford University Press, 2001), 42. 
4 Philippa Foot. “Goodness and Choice” in Virtues and Vices: and other Essays in Moral Philosophy. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 138-9, DOI: 10.1093/0199252866.001.0001.  
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in the case of living things in virtue of their capacity of living things to be beneficiaries in 

a way that non-living things cannot. 

In both Chapter 1 and Chapter 3, I stress the role of kinds Foot’s project. 

However, organisms can rightly be said to belong to multiple kinds, and as such in 

Chapter 4 I assess how the Footean might justify her preference for a neo-Aristotelian 

understanding of species above any competitor kinds with regard to evaluations. I 

propose two ways in which neo-Aristotelian species might have such evaluative primacy. 

The first of these, which, in reference to the Aristotelian tradition, I term “ontological 

priority,” is that an organism’s membership in any of these other kinds depends upon its 

membership in the neo-Aristotelian species. The second, which I term “priority in 

purpose,” relies on the notion of purpose as present in evaluations as described in Chapter 

3. 

 In defending these options, I reject the frequently adopted “epistemological 

priority” view, which takes the neo-Aristotelian notion of species to be necessary for any 

other understanding of an organism as living as well as the often-associated reading of 

Foot as providing only a logic of how we speak about our interpretations of organisms. 

Contrary to such a reading, I maintain that Foot is best read as having strong 

metaphysical commitments and that attempts to answer challenges to her work should 

look to such commitments. 

Chapter 5 turns to how Foot thinks we can have knowledge of these neo-

Aristotelian species, particularly in the case of human beings. While previous chapters 

conclude that a Footean has resources to answer various objections, I argue that the same 

is not true here in matters of epistemology. I do not contend that all knowledge of the 
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neo-Aristotelian species is strictly impossible, but instead that empirically informed 

knowledge regarding the neo-Aristotelian human species is extremely problematic for 

two primary reasons. First, it is possible that a trait may be both widespread and 

accidentally contribute to the work of the human organism. Second, given the sui generis 

nature of the human work as described in Chapter 1, it is unclear what counts as a 

contribution to such an end. Consequently, it is unclear how a neo-Aristotelian might 

establish what counts as a part of the characteristic story of how humans achieve their 

work. After addressing several possible alternatives that have been considered in the 

secondary literature and noting their respective weaknesses, I conclude on a pessimistic 

note: the Footean seems unable to have empirically informed knowledge of the human 

species, and without such knowledge, her position is very much weakened. 
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CHAPTER 1: MISREADINGS OF PHILIPPA FOOT’S NATURALISM 

 In this chapter I address the precise role of the concept of function in Foot's 

ethical philosophy. My strategy includes the following steps. First, I attack two related 

misconceptions about Foot's Natural Goodness. These two misconceptions are, first, that 

the sort of normativity Foot is presenting in Natural Goodness is best described as a 

normativity of function in an instrumental sense and, second, that Foot's notion of 

function necessarily involves benefiting the organism in question by promoting its 

survival. Having put aside these two problematic interpretations, I defend the claim that 

she is committed to an account that takes there to be some end belonging to a whole 

organism and not merely to its parts. 

1.1 A First Misreading: Organism Normativity by Means of Function 

 When speaking about functions, we often talk about them as entailing normative5 

properties, particularly if we maintain that an adequate understanding of functions can 

account for a distinction between functioning and malfunctioning. From the position that 

sometimes things can succeed or fail in fulfilling their functions it generally follows that 

functions provide a key way to evaluate the goodness of their bearers. Thinkers such as 

Sanford Levy and Christine Korsgaard describe Foot as situating natural goodness in 

precisely this sort of way: we can speak of something being good or bad precisely 

because it has some function that it is or is not performing correctly.6 In this view, the 

                                                           
5 I take the meaning of the term “normative,” as best I can, from Foot’s usage of the term in Natural 
Goodness in an attempt to remain faithful to her text. By “normative,” I mean “having to do with a certain 
norm or standard of goodness or relating to the way a thing should be” and not “being action-guiding,” as I 
cannot reconcile the latter use with her application of “normative” to the health and disease of plants. 
Philippa Foot, Natural Goodness (New York, Oxford University Press, 2001), 5. Hereafter NG. 
6 Sanford Levy, “Philippa Foot’s Theory of Natural Goodness,” Forum Philosophicum 14, no. 1 (2009): 5, 
DOI:10.5840/forphil2009141175. Christine Korsgaard, “Natural Goodness, Rightness, and the 



2 
 

function of a thing is not merely a necessary condition of its being normative but is 

instead the source of its normativity. Some textual evidence suggests this view might 

describe Foot’s account in Natural Goodness. Foot claims that “a network of interrelated 

concepts such as function and purpose is found where there is evaluation of all kinds of 

living things, including human beings.”7 In her earlier work, “Goodness and Choice,” 

Foot asserts that “[w]here a thing has a function the primary (but by no means necessarily 

the only) criterion for the goodness of that thing will be that it fulfills its function well.”8 

 However, it is not clear that such a position is the most accurate way of 

understanding Foot’s account in Natural Goodness. Taking expressivism and 

prescriptivism as her principal foils, the primary question she aims to answer is this: what 

kind of thing could evaluative judgments be such that they are simultaneously grounded 

in facts while still capable of entailing value? The answer Foot proposes is as follows. 

Organisms belong to species that possess a specific way of life. This way of life should 

not be understood as a kind of statistical regularity about members of that species. 

Instead, it is what we are describing, in part, when we make statements such as “human 

beings have 32 teeth” and “rabbits are not carnivores.” In defense of these kinds of claims 

about living organisms, Foot relies on Michael Thompson’s model of life.9 She follows 

his terminology in adopting the adjective “natural-historical” to describe such sentences 

and the corresponding judgements, as well as the term “Aristotelian categorical” as a 

noun encompassing all such affirmations while stressing the “within a species” aspect of 

                                                           
Intersubjectivity of Reason: A Reply to Arroyo, Cummisky, Moland, and Bird-Pollan,” Metaphilosophy 42, 
no. 4 (2011): 386, DOI:10.1111/j.1467-9973.2011.01697.x. 
7 NG 40. 
8 Philippa Foot. “Goodness and Choice” in Virtues and Vices: and other Essays in Moral Philosophy. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 135, DOI: 10.1093/0199252866.001.0001. Hereafter GC. 
9 Michael Thompson. Life and Action, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012.) Hereafter, LA. 
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such claims.10  One claim essential to Foot’s project is that these natural-historical 

judgments are of a logically distinctive form. This special logical status permits 

inferences of the following form (where S stands for a species and F for a trait): 

1 S's are F. 
2 Organism x is an S. 
3 Organism x is F / is not F.  
Therefore,  
4 Organism x is a good S / is a bad S.11  
 

As a negative example:  

1 Bunnies have four legs.  
2 Fluffy is a bunny.  
3 Fluffy has only three legs.  
Therefore,  
4 Fluffy is a bad bunny.  
 

In this form, the first line is the Aristotelian categorical regarding a species, the second 

line states that an individual organism is a member of that species, the third line is a 

description of the individual organism belonging to that species with respect to the 

categorical described in the first line, and the conclusion is an evaluation of that 

individual organism. If inferences of this sort hold, then Foot has succeeded in part of her 

project. She has done so in that we can make evaluative claims that are factual rather than 

simply endorsements or recommendations. I take this position to employ goodness of a 

kind, particularly as Foot speaks of an organism’s being good in this way as 

                                                           
10 NG 29. 
11 I think it is reasonable to add the caveat “in this respect” or “to some extent,” as it certainly doesn't seem 
to be the case that goodness of an organism could be fully warranted or denied on the basis of any single 
natural-historical judgment being true or false. This is particularly so in cases where multiple natural-
historical judgments can be formed regarding the same organism, which I assume to be all or nearly all 
natural-historical judgments. In these circumstances, such a principle of inference would seem to permit 
cases where an organism is simultaneously good and bad in exactly the same way, and this seems to be an 
impossibility. 
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“instantiat[ing] the life form of [its] species.”12 She also characterizes her evaluations as 

consisting of “on the one hand, Aristotelian categoricals (life form descriptions relating to 

the species), and on the other, propositions about particular individuals that are the 

subject of evaluation.”13 In this passage, she is describing universals (in the form of 

species) and particulars. The fact that her way of establishing these evaluations relies on a 

particular and the universal it instantiates suggests that these individuals are evaluated on 

the basis of their class or kind membership. 

 It is only after Foot establishes this framework that she begins to talk about 

functions. She begins by noting that Thompson has not “said enough to isolate the kind of 

proposition that will yield evaluations of the individual organism.”14  She uses two 

examples to illustrate this criticism. The first is a comparison of the blue spot on the head 

of a blue tit to the brightly colored tail of a peacock; the second compares the rustling of a 

tree's leaves in the wind to the opening of a flower in the sun.15  The expected pre-

philosophical intuition is that we do not find a tit to be defective because it lacks the blue 

spot or a tree to be defective if its leaves do not rustle in the wind. However, we do find a 

male peacock without a brightly colored tail to be defective, and likewise find a flower 

that fails to open in the sunlight to be flawed. Foot contends that this is the case because 

the bright colors of a peacock’s tail and the opening of a flower in the sun bear a 

teleological relation toward the fulfilment of the organism’s life-cycle. Those traits that 

lack such relations are merely typical traits. In other words, when considering some trait 

about which one could make a natural-historical claim, one can only use that trait to 

                                                           
12 NG 91. 
13 NG 33. 
14 NG 30. 
15 NG 30. 
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evaluate the organism if the trait has some function that serves the life-cycle of the 

organism. Possessing a function that contributes toward fulfilling a life-cycle constitutes 

a necessary condition of being the kind of trait to which one can apply an Aristotelian 

categorical. 

 Notably, Foot’s scheme is better described as a normativity of a kind rather than 

one of function. She is primarily interested in evaluating organisms as members of their 

respective species, and only within that framework does she employ the notion of 

functions to delineate the traits that can appropriately ground those evaluations from 

those that cannot. In light of such a commitment, one might inquire about the status of the 

normativity by means of function considered earlier—is it simply an incorrect reading, or 

does it somehow coincide with Foot’s emphasis on kind? 

 A full answer to such a question would require an explanation of what Foot 

understands as the meaning of “function.” I address this question in more detail in 

Chapter 3, and so for now say only a few words on the matter before returning to the 

question of how we should understand the role of functions in her account. At the very 

least, she seems to maintain that a function is very much like a contribution, a promoting 

or a furthering of some end.16  However, there are difficulties in thinking of function in 

this way. Generally, we are not willing to make the inference from “x contributes to y” to 

                                                           
16 Lemos sometimes characterizes this distinction as being between those traits that are both necessary for 
the flourishing of the organism and characteristic as opposed to those that are merely characteristic. See 
John Lemos. “Foot and Aristotle on Virtues and Flourishing,” Philosophia 35, no. 1 (2007): 44-6, 
DOI:10.1007/s11406-007-9049-9 By itself, this still seems problematic as Foot sometimes uses 
“flourishing” to involve much more than simple survival and reproduction, as her note at NG 93 indicates. I 
hold that contribution is a more plausible account because some organs might aid in digestion without 
being necessary for it, and we seemingly still hold that these organs have a function involving digestion. To 
employ Foot’s examples, a peacock without a colorful tail might still succeed in attracting a mate. In light 
of this plausibility, I adopt this more charitable reading of Foot going forward. 
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“x has a function that serves the attainment of y.” For example, consider the case of rain. 

We believe that rain contributes to the growth of crops, but we do not believe that rain 

has the function or purpose of growing crops. Something teleological is missing here, and 

absent that thing, the inference is invalid. Therefore, it is unlikely that Foot has in mind 

mere contribution to an end as sufficient for the existence of a function.  

 Even putting such a concern aside, if we think about an entity’s function as a 

matter of what ends it contributes to, we might be tempted to understand the sort of 

normativity involved as being instrumental—that an entity’s fulfillment of its function is 

good just in that it brings about some end that is good. Foot sometimes comes 

misleadingly close to such an approach in speaking about a “good that hangs on” some 

means of its attainment, as a wolf’s survival hangs on its capacity for cooperation.17 In 

the remainder of this section, I want to argue that, whatever the larger relationship 

between functions and kinds in Foot’s work might be, Foot cannot be appropriately 

understood as thinking of natural goodness in this instrumental way. 

 One preliminary concern about such an approach is that Foot does not maintain 

that every entity can appropriately be said to have a function. My support for this claim 

comes from the discussion in the article addressed above, “Goodness and Choice.” There, 

Foot considers various entities whose kinds provides a standard for their goodness despite 

the fact that we do not generally speak of these words as denoting things with functions. 

The instances she chooses are those of a father, a rider, a daughter, a liar, and a farmer.18  

                                                           
17 NG 35. For other examples, see NG 15, 17, 24, 45-6, and 50. 
18 GC 138-9. I very much suspect that Foot would hold that non-human animals are similarly without a 
function, at least with regard to their primary goodness. However, for the purposes of the present arguments 
I need only evidence that she holds there to be one organism that is to be evaluated and lacks a function, 
and so I have opted to stay on the more solid ground of using the human organism. 
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While she is not explicit in asserting that it is a relevant factor, it is no coincidence that 

each of these examples is of a human being. Natural goodness appears to belong not only 

to the various parts of an organism but also and primarily to whole organisms. Yet she 

appears to resist the claim that whole human organisms have such a function, and so one 

might reject that Foot’s evaluations primarily regard functions. 

 However, the concern here seems to be one that can be easily answered by 

replacing “function” with another word, perhaps “end,” “work,” or “purpose.”19 Farmers, 

riders, and liars all have some ends that they are achieving or goals that are furthered by 

their various activities. Seemingly, the same is true of fathers and daughters, at least in as 

much as they are taken to be roles that can yield evaluations. While we might in our 

everyday language resist attributing functions to whole human beings, it is not clear that 

Foot objects to such a position in the relevant sense of having an end that is 

instrumentally achieved.  

 I maintain that even such an understanding of this instrumental normativity 

cannot be a correct interpretation of Foot’s theory. As previously noted, we generally do 

not think of everything that promotes some end as having a function related to that end, 

and Foot likewise cannot have such an understanding in mind here. For one, the 

achievement of such an end is not a necessary condition of an organism’s natural 

goodness in examples such as Foot’s consideration of the truism that it is often the 

swiftest deer that falls victim to a hunter’s trap.20 In this case, the end of survival is 

clearly not being met, and yet the organism is nonetheless thought to be good. Nor does 

                                                           
19 Later in this chapter, I adopt the term “work” for the end that is achieved by such functioning. 
20 NG 34. 
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such attainment of ends seem to be a sufficient condition of natural goodness: organisms 

might survive just because they are defective, as a bee that fails to sting a gardener might 

save its hive from extermination.21 

 I would like to close this section by reviewing what I have established. Some 

thinkers contend that Foot's natural goodness is a kind of functional goodness. But there 

is at least one sense in which this claim cannot be correct: it cannot be that natural 

goodness is good instrumentally. For one, Foot does not appear to maintain that the 

whole human being has a function, and she is primarily interested in evaluations of the 

whole human being. More crucially, such an understanding is incompatible with Foot’s 

examples.  Instead, Foot maintains that humans are good as members of a species and 

that humans are so on the basis of those traits that have functions that promote the way of 

life belonging to a human being.  

1.2 A Second Misreading: Goodness and Good-for 

 Above, I have objected to understanding natural goodness as consisting in the 

instrumental promotion of some ends. In this section I object to one understanding of 

what such ends might be. Some thinkers, such as J. M. Bernstein,22 advance the claim 

that functional contribution to a life-cycle should be understood as promotion of that 

                                                           
21 The example here is the inverse of Foot’s example at NG 42. 
22 J. M. Bernstein, “Is Ethical Naturalism Possible? From Life to Recognition,” Constellations, 18 no. 1, 
(2011) DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-8675.2010.00619.x. This sort of error can also be attributed to Chrisoula 
Andreou, who expresses it in the form of tying such natural goodness necessarily to survival and 
reproduction. Chrisoula Andreou, “Getting on in a Varied World,” Social Theory and Practice, 32 no. 1, 
(2006): 63. DOI: 10.5840/soctheorpract20063213. A similar misreading might also be attributed to 
FitzPatrick, who spends substantial time rebutting welfare-based accounts of natural teleology. This might 
be so especially as he often speaks of welfare as being related to the needs of an organism. See William 
FitzPatrick, Teleology and the Norms of Nature (New York: Garland Publishing, 2000), 78, 186-7. 
Hereafter TNN. However, as his counterarguments regarding empirical problems seem to apply equally 
well to both readings of welfare as “good-of” and welfare as “good-for,” I do not take him as an exemplar 
of the view I am critiquing here. 
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organism’s welfare. As it applies to Foot, this claim can be read in two ways: Bernstein 

might be asserting that Foot really does maintain this claim, or he might be asserting that 

one who upholds the “core” of Foot's position is committed to the claim that the 

fulfillment of a life-cycle necessarily involves promoting the well-being and interests of 

an organism. This second possibility would be to say that such a Footean must be 

committed to this claim because the failure to be so creates fatal problems for their 

position. I argue below that the first reading is readily and apparently false. Though I 

touch on its significance here, I provide a fuller assessment of the second reading, 

particularly with respect to the role of benefit in Foot’s thought, in the later chapters of 

this dissertation. 

 Bernstein asserts that Foot relies on the philosophical framework established by 

another neo-Aristotelian virtue ethicist, Rosalind Hursthouse, who establishes four ways 

in which a social organism (such as a human being) is to be the beneficiary of various 

aspects23 of that same organism: 

[W]hether it is thus well fitted or endowed is determined by whether these 
four aspects well serve (1) its individual survival, (2) the continuance of 
its species, (3) its characteristic freedom from pain and characteristic 
enjoyment, and (4) the good functioning of its social group—in the ways 
characteristic of the species.24 

 While not all species have aspects aiming at the attainment of all of these four ends, they 

classify what Hursthouse takes to be the different sorts of benefit available to organisms. 

Bernstein's claim is that we can only understand the theories of Foot or Thompson within 

                                                           
23 J. M. Bernstein, “Is Ethical Naturalism Possible? From Life to Recognition,” Constellations, 18 no. 1, 
(2011): 13, DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-8675.2010.00619.x. I employ “aspect” instead of “trait” here to be true to 
the language and ideas of Hursthouse. In her work, these aspects encompass an organism’s parts, 
operations, actions, and desires/emotions. See Rosalind Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999), 202. Hereafter OVE. 
24 OVE 202. 
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this philosophical paradigm, as he makes clear near the closing of a discussion of these 

ends and aspects: “Hursthouse's four aspects and four ends form the interpretive 

framework that one must have at one's disposal if one is to even begin to understand and 

make use of natural-historical judgments – they presuppose this framework, and 

exemplify it.”25 Bernstein goes on to assert both that Foot belongs to a school of thought 

that believes the success or failure of a trait is linked to its functional role in survival and 

reproduction and that the failure of Foot's thought is in making clear how this four-fold 

distinction applies to humans.26 In making these claims, Bernstein interprets Foot as 

maintaining that any trait involved in a natural-historical judgement must involve a 

benefit of this sort to the organism in question. However, Bernstein is incorrect in 

asserting that Foot is committed to such a position in that he takes such benefit to be one 

of the four ends provided by Hursthouse. 

 Various textual sources support this claim against Bernstein’s reading. First, and 

perhaps least persuasively, both Foot and Hursthouse claim it is not the case. Hursthouse 

is clear that “Foot disagrees with much of it” regarding the idea of virtues benefiting their 

possessors.27 Foot rejects this sort of position in a footnote added to her essay “Moral 

Beliefs” in its 2002 reprint. There, Foot asserts that general human goodness might not 

prove to be in the interest of immoral actors, and presumably these actors would still 

value the four sorts of benefit described by Hursthouse.28  

                                                           
25 J. M. Bernstein, “Is Ethical Naturalism Possible? From Life to Recognition,” Constellations, 18 no. 1, 
(2011): 13, DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-8675.2010.00619.x. 
26 Ibid., 15. 
27 OVE 163. 
28 Philippa Foot. “Moral Beliefs” in Virtues and Vices: and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy (Oxford: 
Oxford  
University Press, 2002), 130, DOI: 10.1093/0199252866.001.0001. 
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More directly, Foot establishes a view of the human life-cycle that is incompatible 

with these claims. As stated above, Foot contends that a trait can be the basis of an 

Aristotelian categorical only if the trait functionally contributes to the organism’s life-

cycle. Bernstein interprets her as maintaining that such traits ground Aristotelian 

categoricals only if the trait functionally contributes to survival and reproduction. 

Bernstein's reading is correct only if Foot maintains that the life-cycle of each organism, 

including human beings, is precisely the way in which it survives and reproduces. But in 

the case of human beings this is not what Foot claims. She makes this point clear when 

she states that:  

What conceptually determines goodness in a feature or operation is the 
relation, for the species, of that feature or operation to survival and 
reproduction, because it is in that that good lies in the botanical and 
zoological world. […] But clearly this is not true when it comes to human 
beings.29  

Foot is explicit on this point and repeats herself later in asserting that “human good must 

be recognized as different from good in the world of plants or animals, where good 

consisted in success in the cycle of development, self-maintenance, and reproduction. 

Human good is sui generis.”30  Here, Foot establishes that human goodness is different 

than that of other organisms and in so doing she provides a case of a life-cycle that is not 

reducible to Hursthouse’s fourfold model. Therefore, Bernstein's reading, which assumes 

Foot must make such a reduction, is in error.31 

                                                           
29 NG 42. 
30 NG 51. 
31 It is only fair to note that Bernstein does in fact recognize Foot's discussion of human goodness as sui 
generis.  
However, in so doing he still retains the notion that it is or must be an expression of something like 
Hursthouse's paradigm. J. M. Bernstein, “Is Ethical Naturalism Possible? From Life to Recognition,” 
Constellations, 18 no. 1, (2011): 15, DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-8675.2010.00619.x. The major criticism that he 
raises is that the sui generis nature of human goodness (which he takes to be a question of how it translates 
Hursthouse's four-fold system to the human case) makes for something of a “black box” and seems to be 
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One might be tempted to construe the above claim as asserting that there is no 

necessary connection between natural goodness and the benefit of the organisms, 

individually or as a group. While I pursue this problem in more detail in later chapters of 

this dissertation, I would like to say a few words now about what complicates this 

connection between life-cycles and benefit. In the interpretation I presented above, Foot 

should be read as asserting that the human life-cycle is not merely a set of means by 

which human beings achieve survival and reproduction. This reading might be taken to 

suggest that the natural goodness of a human being has nothing to do with benefit to the 

human organism in the terms Hursthouse provides above. However, Foot clearly believes 

that the two ideas are somehow related as she notes that “there must be a systemic 

connection between natural goodness and benefit”32 and asserts that words like “benefit” 

involve the improvement of an organism.33 Consequently, the systemic connection 

precludes benefit from being completely separate from the natural goodness of that 

organism. Similarly, she does think the natural goodness of a human being is a necessary 

condition for a certain kind of happiness usually characterized as eudaimonia,34 and this 

kind of happiness is presumably in a human being's interest. As such, the connection 

between benefit and human natural goodness requires more investigation. 

 This concern has a strong parallel in Aristotelian scholarship where it takes the 

form of asking how one might move between the good for a man and the goodness of a 

                                                           
simply whatever we want to find in it with no capacity for falsification. I return to this criticism in Chapter 
5 of this dissertation. 
32 NG 42. 
33 NG 42, 93. 
34 NG 96-7. 
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man.35 The problem might also be seen in terms of what is good for an organism as 

opposed to what is good about that organism.36  Hursthouse raises such a concern 

because tying human natural goodness to human benefit in the form of the four ends 

provides a way that we can verify the correctness of our understanding of the human life-

cycle.37 In the absence of such a strong connection, there remain real questions about 

how we can come to have knowledge about or test our beliefs about the human life-cycle. 

For the time being, I want to put these questions aside for later chapters of this 

dissertation. What I can clearly affirm here is that Foot does not agree with Hursthouse 

that, in the case of the human organism, practical reason serves merely to attain the 

benefit of the organism in the form of the four ends discussed above. 

1.3 Organisms as Teleologically Oriented 

I have so far made two negative claims regarding the interpretation of Foot’s 

work. In the first section, I argued that it was inaccurate to understand Foot’s natural 

goodness as an instrumental sort of functional goodness. In the second section, I showed 

that Foot does not hold that the parts and traits on which we can appropriately base 

claims of natural goodness necessarily work toward the survival and reproduction of the 

organisms possessing them. In the remainder of this chapter I expound on a positive 

claim that is suggested by these two negative claims.  

                                                           
35 P. Glassen, ”A Fallacy in Aristotle’s Argument about the Good,” The Philosophical Quarterly 7 no. 59 
(1957): 319-322. A great deal has been written on this topic with regard to Aristotle. For a review of that 
literature, see Gavin Lawrence, “Is Aristotle’s Function Argument Fallacious?” in Socratic, Platonic, and 
Aristotelian Studies: Essays in Honor of Gerasimos Santas, edited by Georgios Anagnostopoulos, 335-65. 
New York: Springer, 2011, DOI: 10.1007/978-94-007-1730-5. 
36 Jenny Teichman, “Good For and Good About,” Philosophy 78, no. 303 (2003): 115-121. DOI: 
10.1017/S0031819103000081. 
37 OVE 163-5. 
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In particular, I want to defend the view that Foot understands the biological 

functions belonging to the parts and traits of an organism as occurring as a part of a 

system that possesses ends of its own. I mean this not merely in the sense that life forms 

enable teleological combinations of statements. Instead, I have in mind ends in the way 

that survival and reproduction serve as ends the case of non-human organisms: they are 

the things that are characteristically attained by the operation of the parts of those 

organism and, to paraphrase Foot, the point where questions of “why?” and “what for?” 

cease.38 I use the term “work” to denote these ends, both out of a wish to be consistent 

with the language used by William FitzPatrick in describing an end belonging to a whole 

system instead of merely a part39 and to recall Plato’s use of the term ergon.40  

One might be tempted to understand such work in terms of some of the ways we 

might casually speak about living things: that there is a way that an organism belonging 

to a species is “supposed to be.” A deer is supposed to be swift. A peacock is meant to 

have a colorful tail. But, for Foot, there is some larger sort of thing that the organism is 

supposed to do. In the case of non-human organisms, this would be “what is involved in 

development, self-sustenance, and reproduction.”41 In the case of human beings, Foot 

admits that the case is a bit more difficult, but she still maintains that there is an end or 

purpose belonging to the whole organism, and I take this end or purpose to be its work.  

                                                           
38 NG 42. 
39 TNN 37. 
40 352d-354b. I do not mean to take on his commitments to such work as what a thing does best or what it 
alone can do. Likewise, I do not adopt the understanding that a thing cannot achieve its work absent its 
proper virtue, as I elaborate later in speaking about the role of need and necessity in Foot’s work. 
41 NG 41. 
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 While Foot does occasionally speak of a “teleology of a species,” these 

discussions might be understood as referring to the roles of the various traits and parts of 

an organism.42 Instead, the primary textual evidence in support of this claim comes from 

a point I noted in the second section of this chapter. There, I argued that Foot does not 

agree with Hursthouse’s claim regarding the ends that are attained by the proper 

functioning of organisms’ traits and parts. Foot holds that, for human beings, those traits 

appropriate to Aristotelian categoricals can be functionally related to ends beyond the 

four Hursthouse considers. To repeat a statement used in that argument, in the case of 

human beings “the teleological story goes beyond a reference to survival.”43 Foot clearly 

believes there is a difference with respect to work for human beings as opposed to other 

organisms. This difference cannot simply be a matter of what role a part or trait plays 

because the difference between human and non-human organisms is not simply in how 

they attain some common purpose—the end toward which the human organism is 

oriented is not simply survival and reproduction as it is with non-human organisms. It 

must instead be the case that it is a difference in what is achieved by the whole organism. 

 Such a difference might exist in one of two ways: either there is some work 

belonging to human beings or the notion of work is somehow inapplicable in the human 

case, perhaps because of the special role of practical reasoning in human life. However, 

Foot continues to speak of teleological explanations and goods that are achieved even 

when she is dealing exclusively with the human species, and she explicitly affirms that 

the concepts of function and purpose cover all living things, including human beings.44 

                                                           
42 NG 31, 33. 
43 NG 43. 
44 NG 39-42. 
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Furthermore, she continues to employ the logic of noting what traits are necessary for the 

attainment of goods throughout Natural Goodness.45 Foot, then, has in mind some work 

belonging to human beings, even if it is sui generis work. 

One objection to this reading might stem from a claim made by Michael Thomson 

in his assertion that he has “rejected any account of natural-historical judgment in 

normative terms, suggesting that the order of explanation must run the other way.”46 The 

potential objection is this: I have said that Foot’s notion of species is inherently a 

teleological notion. The use of “teleological” here seems to smuggle in a normative 

property and as such would require contradicting Thompson on this matter. Put 

differently, the sort of teleology at play here is made possible and understandable by such 

concepts as species and life-cycles, but we could not fairly say that we can better 

understand species and life-cycles if we recognized them as involved in a teleological 

schema, as this would be to confuse which truly has explanatory priority. 

 Before refuting this critique, I would like to raise two preliminary considerations. 

First, I am not sure one should adopt all of Thompson’s commitments in reading Foot, 

particularly in discussions that could undermine an important part of her thought. Second, 

it does not seem clear that one is obligated to grant explanatory priority to either of the 

concepts of life or goodness, as the best sort of understanding might form a kind of non-

vicious circle, and in other places Thompson does not object to such a move.47  

                                                           
45 NG 43-6. 
46 LA 80. 
47 LA 47-8. 
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What Thompson means by “normativity” in the above quotation cannot extend as 

far as to encompass anything that is involved in normative judgements and cannot extend 

to teleological claims in particular. Instead, Thompson is better interpreted as maintaining 

that natural-historical judgments must be explanatorily prior to strictly normative 

statements which treat “goodness” as some aim existent prior to its being the goodness of 

a kind of life. The cases he is concerned with rejecting support my reading, as Thompson 

attacks an understanding of a judgement like “horses have four legs” as really asserting 

that “horses ought to have four legs” in any sense where “ought” is somehow to be 

understood as not connected to what it means to be a horse.48 In other words, 

Thompson’s objection is raised against a notion of normativity existing apart from and 

prior to the very notions of life and species, and that is not what I am advancing.49  

Instead, in the reading I have provided, Foot is primarily evaluating organisms as 

members of kinds. This membership is inherently normative and entails some work 

belonging to the organism. Functions play an important role in this account in that only 

those traits that functionally contribute to such work count as suitable grounds for 

evaluations of that organism. Furthermore, while in the case of non-human organisms, 

such work is exhausted by survival and reproduction, in the case of human beings it is 

not. With these interpretive commitments in mind, I move in the next chapter to discuss 

the secondary literature surrounding Natural Goodness.  

                                                           
48 LA 74-5. 
49 LA 80. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND DESIDERATA 

2.1 A Review of Critical Literature 

 In the previous chapter, I defend a reading of Foot which understands her natural 

goodness as a goodness of a kind and analyze the functioning of an organism’s traits in 

light of some purpose or “work” belonging to the organism as a whole. Beyond these 

interpretive issues, there are meaningful debates in the secondary literature surrounding 

Foot, and it is these objections and the responses given in Foot’s defense that I illuminate 

in this second chapter. My goal here is twofold. First, I summarize and evaluate some of 

the key claims arising in discussions of Foot. Second, I establish by means of this debate 

three key areas where Foot’s theory needs elaboration. These three areas are each 

addressed in turn in chapters three through five. To facilitate comprehension of the 

discursive structure of this chapter I provide the reader here with an outline of the 

discussion that follows: 

1. A Review of Critical Literature 
1.1. Repugnant Conclusions 

1.1.1. Woodcock and Glackin 
1.1.2. Hacker-Wright 
1.1.3. Lemos 

1.2. Better Functions and Better Work 
1.2.1. Millum 
1.2.2. Hacker-Wright’s Response 
1.2.3. FitzPatrick 
1.2.4. Lott’s Response 

1.3. The Problem of Need: Logical Footeanism 
1.3.1. Lemos, Copp and Sobel 
1.3.2. Blackman 

1.4. The Problem of Need: Local and Substantive Footeanism 
1.4.1. MacIntyre 
1.4.2. Andreou 

1.5. The Objection from Indeterminacy 
1.5.1. Woodcock 
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1.5.2. Lott’s Response 
2. The Desiderata 

2.1. What is a function? 
2.2. Why “Species?” 
2.3. How can we know? 

2.1.1 Repugnant Conclusions 
2.1.1.1 Woodcock and Glackin 
 Scott Woodcock attacks Foot’s account of natural goodness by considering cases 

where her claims seemingly lead to unappealing consequences. As example, he considers 

the human tendency toward traits such as conformity and xenophobia.50 Seemingly, both 

these traits are typical of human beings, and both might be thought to play a role in how 

human beings achieve their work, at least with regard to survival. As such, Foot’s earlier 

standards require that each be able to form an Aristotelian categorical such that lacking 

these traits is a defect. However, a moral thinker would seemingly wish to disparage 

these traits, and to deny their natural goodness. These examples form a kind of 

“repugnant conclusion” argument against Foot’s account of natural goodness and show 

that, since accepting Foot’s position would mean accepting these claims, one ought to 

reject Foot’s position. 

Woodcock raises a second objection of this form. In addition to cases where 

Foot’s natural goodness compels us to approve of a human trait that we find 

objectionable, he also argues that there are situations where Foot’s account might compel 

a thinker to condemn as a defect something that should not be so considered, such as 

blindness or deafness. These pose a problem for Footeans, as some communities see 

these traits as negative only because of social circumstance and stigma, both of which are 

                                                           
50 Scott Woodcock, “Philippa Foot’s Virtue Ethics has an Achilles’ Heel,” Dialogue 45, no. 3 (2006): 456-
9, DOI: 10.1017/S0012217300001013. 
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extrinsic to the individual in question. It appears that Foot must judge otherwise and in so 

doing embody just this sort of stigma. Shane Glackin makes exactly this point in raising 

concerns about how Foot’s account deals with certain conditions of disability: 

Deafness is experienced, by many of them, as a linguistic difference rather 
than a disability; a Deaf person, they argue, is no more a deficient human 
than a Quebecois Francophone is a deficient Canadian. The appropriate 
way to evaluate their lives, as far as many of the Deaf are concerned, is 
therefore not according to the ability to participate in the ‘forms of life’ of 
the hearing community, since they have no need to participate in those 
forms, and their quality of life does not hinge on doing so.51 
 

The force of Glackin’s argument as it is taken up by Woodcock is that we should be 

hesitant to embrace labeling as defective individuals who do not find themselves to be so 

and who seem able to live otherwise good human lives. While a Footean may simply 

accept this unfortunate consequence, in conjunction with the above-discussed cases of 

seemingly characteristic traits that we are inclined to condemn, it very much counts 

against Foot’s account. 

2.1.1.2 Hacker-Wright 
 John Hacker-Wright attempts to avoid this problem by reading Foot as 

understanding sight and hearing in human beings as typical but not playing a part in how 

the human organism achieves its work. If he is correct, then a Footean is not committed 

to claiming deafness as a kind of defect. In speaking about the choice to bestow or deny 

cochlear implants, he asserts:  

[A]s Foot points out in the case of the blue tit, not every variation results 
in a defect. The same applies to human beings. While she cites certain 
physical conditions as defects, they are only so provided that they impede 
humans from living a characteristically human life, and what counts as a 
characteristic human life is a matter of interpretation, not a matter of 
statistics. Hence, there would be nothing irrational about not rectifying a 

                                                           
51 Shane Nicholas Glackin, “Three Aristotelian Accounts of Disease and Disability,” Journal of Applied 
Philosophy 33, no. 3 (2016): 316-7, DOI: 10.1111/japp.12114. 
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‘disability’ that caused no genuine impediment to living a species 
characteristic life.52 
 

Hacker-Wright might readily extend this interpretation to assert that, whatever their 

statistical frequency or seeming function, xenophobia and conformity likewise should not 

be deemed part of what it means to be characteristically human.53 However, his argument 

turns on two debatable points: that Foot’s description of the human organism and its work 

is absent content that would contradict this model and that her understanding of what is 

characteristic of the human organism is a matter of self-interpretation. I attack the first of 

these points here and raise the second as a concern later in this chapter. 

Foot’s account of human beings is not as sparse as Hacker-Wright claims. 

Specifically, her discussion of physical defects in human beings does not fit the account 

Hacker-Wright has provided. For example, Foot is clear that the inability to procreate is a 

defect, while the choice to not have a child is not.54 In this example, the fact that Foot 

treats childlessness as a non-defective choice suggests that having children is not a 

necessity for a characteristically good human life, and yet she preserves the notion of 

physical defect in her assessment of sterility. Consequently, the possibility of human 

beings possessing physical defect does still exist in Foot’s account, even if there are 

reasons to embrace a choice with similar consequences. While the choice to remain deaf 

might find similar purchase and be appropriately understood as rational, deafness itself 

                                                           
52 John Hacker-Wright, “What is Natural About Foot’s Ethical Naturalism?” Ratio 22, no. 3 (September 
2009): 317. DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-9329.2009.00434.x.Hereafter WNFEN. His reading of Foot as 
maintaining that the characteristically human life is a matter of interpretation is one that I take to be quite 
dubious and revisit both below and in more detail in the fourth chapter.  
53 WNFEN 318. Hacker-Wright specifically intends this response to apply to MacIntyre’s criticism below. 
54 NG 42. 
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likely remains a defect in Foot’s account, and as such at least some of the sting of 

Glackin’s attack remains. 

2.1.1.3 Lemos 
 A different approach is taken by John Lemos, who reads Foot as evaluating 

individual human beings both as humans and as members of the animal genus, thus 

allowing judgments of “defective as animal” without commitment to the corresponding 

“defective as human.”55 Such a reading might provide a way to accommodate Foot’s 

commitment to physical defectiveness without requiring that deafness be understood as a 

human defect. He comes to this interpretation in the course of defending56 against the 

following criticism of Foot made by Copp and Sobel: if we belong to multiple different 

natural kinds, why assert that the primary way of evaluating an organism is as a member 

of its species?57 Lemos understands the problem to have two parts: “(1) why not assess 

the goodness of individual organisms in terms of their membership in groups larger than 

species; and (2) why not assess the goodness of organisms in terms of their membership 

in groups smaller than species?”58 While I address only the first here, I note the 

significance of both points and return to both questions in the fourth chapter. 

Lemos answers the first of these questions by appealing to the necessity of 

understanding such an organism as a member of its species. “Suppose I am looking at a 

knife. Here the individual object I’m looking at is a member of the species knife and a 

                                                           
55 John Lemos. “Foot and Aristotle on Virtues and Flourishing,” Philosophia 35, no. 1 (2007): 54-6, 
DOI:10.1007/s11406-007-9049-9 
56 It is not quite appropriate to call Lemos a defender of Foot, as his larger project in the essay is to argue 
that Foot’s position is inferior to Aristotle’s. 
57 David Copp and David Sobel, “Morality and Virtue: An Assessment of Some Recent Work in Virtue 
Ethics,” Ethics 114, no. 3 (2004): 536, DOI: 10.1086/382058. 
58 John Lemos, “Foot and Aristotle on Virtues and Flourishing,” Philosophia 35, no. 1 (2007): 55, DOI: 
10.1007/s11406-007-9049-9. As I argue going forward, we should also consider the possibility of an 
organism belonging to multiple natural kinds that are not hierarchically related. 
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member of the larger class of things, the genus, know (sic) as “tools.”59 He later extends 

this position to include living things.  

As in the case of artifacts, goodness in larger categories, like genus or 
kingdom, is attained only by virtue of goodness qua species. So, again 
there is primacy to the goodness qua species which justifies assessing the 
goodness of individual organisms primarily as exemplars of their 
species.”60  

Lemos maintains, however, that while “goodness as a member of a species” is a 

necessary condition of “goodness as a member of a genus or kingdom,” it is not 

sufficient. He asserts that:  

There could be silly species of tools that an individual object could be a 
fine example of, but it would still be a silly, or poor, tool. Analogously, it 
seems possible that one could be good human being but a poor example of 
an animal. For instance, one might do well at rational activity and yet be 
blind and deaf and sickly.61  
 

In making this move, he opens the possibility of various physical conditions being 

perhaps grounds to find a human organism defective on one level, but not defective in a 

primary way. If correct, he removes some of the difficulty of accepting Foot’s position in 

light of Glackin’s objection. 

However, Lemos’ two examples here are not parallel. In the case of the 

exemplary silly tool, he is evaluating the entire type of such tools as poor, while in the 

case of good human who is a bad animal he is evaluating a particular token of a type. If 

one were to make the cases parallel, it would require a condemnation of the whole of the 

human species as a poor or silly type of animal, and that is presumably not the case and 

would offer no help in the case of the blind, deaf, or sickly. Seemingly, Lemos is better 

                                                           
59 Ibid., 55. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. As an example of a silly class of tools, one might consider any of the more absurd products that are 
advertised on infomercials. A particular tool belonging to this class might be an exemplar of one of these 
products, but still be poor as a tool. 
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served by allowing some judgments on the grounds of membership in groups larger than 

species just with regard to those parts of its work that it shares with all members of those 

larger groups. In the case of human beings, these would be self-preservation and 

reproduction, though I would suspect that he might also consider those characteristic 

ways of achieving those ends that are common among members of that larger group, such 

as hunting among predators. Unfortunately, this alteration would introduce the further 

difficulty that it would make less clear that the sort of primacy Lemos describes above is 

appropriate to evaluative primacy, as the explanatory priority that he employs in defense 

of Foot’s choice of species readily applies both to ends that are distinctively human and 

to those ends that are not. 

Whether or not Lemos’ approach is viable, it seems plausible that, since Foot is 

committed to the existence of physical defects, her position should include some way of 

prioritizing the various evaluations that can be made of an organism. In the case of 

evaluating those human vices that contribute the work of human beings, a defender of 

Foot seems to decry traits such as xenophobia and conformity either as typical but not 

characteristic or as only appearing to contribute to the work of a human organism.62 

Seemingly, then, a Footean must provide for such possibilities in either their account of 

characteristic functioning or in an account of the work of the human being. However, 

Foot’s account of functions is itself problematic, as the next series of arguments 

indicates. 

                                                           
62 A thinker might also contend that such traits were naturally good but ethically bad. In other words, on the 
assumption that human natural goodness is not exhausted by matters of our practical reasoning, it might be 
that the quality most characteristic of human beings, our practical reasoning, evidences natural goodness in 
condemning such traits while their existence still is a kind of natural goodness. Such an account would 
preserve the unity of the ethical virtues at the cost of the unity of natural goodness. As her discussion of 
eudaimonia would suggest this impossibility of complete natural goodness is problematic, I raise this 
possibility here just to set it aside.  
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2.1.2 Better Functions and Better Work: Millum and FitzPatrick 
2.1.2.1 Millum 
 One of the earliest responses to Foot comes from Joseph Millum.63 Millum 

correctly reads Foot as requiring functions to play a crucial role in her project and asserts 

that she has made errors in her understanding of functions so that her project is a failure. 

The problem according to Millum is not that Foot contradicts herself but is instead that 

her account is not the best account available. He claims that we should find preferable an 

account such as the one provided by Ruth Millikan. In Millikan’s view, an understanding 

of functions must distinguish between a given entity having a certain function and merely 

“functioning as” a means to some end. To borrow her example, the account must be able 

to assert that a heart has a function of pumping blood, but that the rock holding open a 

door only “functions as” a doorstop.64 Additionally, such an understanding should be able 

to account for the fact that entities with functions sometimes malfunction, and so we 

should not try to ground our understanding of functions just on what an entity is currently 

doing.65 The best way to accomplish these goals, Millikan contends, is to look to the 

history of the entity and ask which of its properties account for why it is as it is now.66 

For the purposes of understanding Millum’s critique, it is sufficient to say that he finds 

this etiological view to be superior in that it allows for a way in which we could 

conceivably come to have knowledge of what the function of a thing is, as well as a way 

                                                           
63 Joseph Millum, “Natural Goodness and Natural Evil,” Ratio 19 no. 2 (July 2006): 199-213. 
DOI:10.1111/j.1467-9329.2006.00320.x. 
64 Ruth Millikan, White Queen Psychology and Other Essays for Alice (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1993), 
16-17. 
65 Ruth Millikan. Language, Thought, and Other Biological Categories. (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 
1984), 17-19. 
66 Ruth Millikan, White Queen Psychology and Other Essays for Alice, 13. Millikan is particularly 
interested in understanding the entity whose functional status is being investigated as being a reproduction 
of some other entity, whose reproduction is done because of some traits that are the function. 
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in which we could find a present understanding of a thing’s function to be incorrect.67 

This concern is a point of emphasis for critics like Woodcock. Furthermore, the account 

of function which Millum holds to be the correct one is not one that Foot can reasonably 

employ: the resulting position would require that just those traits that promote genetic 

propagation are those that amount to natural goodness for humans, and many such 

strategies are opposed to our general beliefs about morality. Consequently, Millum 

maintains that Foot’s account is fatally and unavoidably reliant on an inadequate account 

of what it means for a trait to have a function. 

2.1.2.2 Hacker-Wright’s Response 
 In Foot’s defense, Hacker-Wright responds that Millum has erred in creating a 

false dilemma. It is entirely plausible, Hacker-Wright argues, that we might have multiple 

senses of “function,” particularly when there are different explanatory goals at play, and 

therefore Foot’s use of teleology and function should not be in any way threatened by the 

success of Millikan’s or any other etiological account as they simply do not compete 

given their different objectives. He argues that “Foot does not hope to displace the 

evolutionary view of function. Instead, she aims at a view of function that plays a 

separate theoretical role.”68 If this claim is correct, no amount of speaking to the relative 

success of another understanding of function will be sufficient to undermine Foot’s 

claims, and as such Millum’s attack fails.69 However, I am uncertain that this concern is 

adequately resolved by asserting that Foot simply has in mind another kind of function. 

                                                           
67 Joseph Millum, “Natural Goodness and Natural Evil,” Ratio 19 no. 2 (July 2006): 204. 
DOI:10.1111/j.1467-9329.2006.00320.x. 
68 John Hacker-Wright, Philippa Foot’s Moral Thought (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013), 124. 
69 One of Millum’s objections, that Foot does not do enough to show how claims of the sort she describes 
might be found to be false, is worth some attention even if one does accept that different understandings of 
function are viable and noncompetitive. However, as Woodcock raises this objection in more detail, I 
suspend consideration for the time being. 
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For one thing, one might ask exactly what the relationship between these sorts of function 

happens to be that they are both termed “functions.” Should we so quick to accept that 

“function” is polysemous? Second, it is not clear to me that these various perspectives are 

truly non-competitive, particularly when it comes to determining what sort of norms best 

apply to a given organism.  

2.1.2.3 FitzPatrick 
 In his book, Teleology and the Norms of Nature, William FitzPatrick provides an 

argument that similarly emphasizes the important role of functions. FitzPatrick’s 

objection begins by establishing a theoretical framework regarding teleology. He 

proposes a “two level” account of teleology, which he calls a “historically-informed, 

system-oriented view of biological teleology.”70 The view is system-oriented in that 

functions belong to parts of a goal-oriented entity, and historically-informed in that the 

work of an organism is contained in the etiological account of why it is so organized.71 A 

part’s function, then, is “the non-incidental contribution it makes to the working of the 

larger organism”72 and is possible because the larger whole has some work belonging to 

it. This model allows FitzPatrick to still grant functional roles to parts of organisms that 

were not part of their genesis, such as the role of sea turtles’ tails in protecting their 

young despite the possibility of the tail being evolutionarily selected only for its role in 

propulsion.73 

                                                           
70 TNN 23. 
71 TNN 33-4. 
72 TNN 35. 
73FitzPatrick considers this as a possibility rather than as a fact of evolutionary history, though he maintains 
its effectiveness for the purposes of his thought experiment is undiminished by this hypothetical status. 
TNN 133-140. 
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 As I have argued in Chapter 1, FitzPatrick’s account is similar to Foot’s in that 

functions belong to parts of an organism and there is also some work belonging to the 

whole organism. However, not all interpreters of Foot’s theory agree. In his essay, “What 

is Natural About Foot’s Ethical Naturalism,” John Hacker-Wright asserts that Foot is not 

concerned with the larger work of an organism: “[Foot] is emphatically not pursuing a 

view of the ultimate function of an organism’s traits; for all we know the ultimate 

function could be serving in some divine plan or gene replication, or something else 

altogether.”74 In a restricted sense, Hacker-Wright is correct: Foot does not speak about 

the origin of the species or about what humanity was designed to do. However, inasmuch 

as his discussion of “ultimate function” is also connected to a kind of “ultimate 

explanation” and is intended to refute FitzPatrick’s account of an organism’s work, he 

cannot be wholly correct. Foot does take there to be some larger work belonging to a 

whole organism. Hacker-Wright is correct in saying that Foot does not hold, as 

FitzPatrick does, that this work is only a matter of those traits that have caused the entity 

to be present. Hacker-Wright is incorrect, however, in that Foot does make claims about 

what this work might consist in. In the case of non-human organisms, she certainly thinks 

that it has to do with self-maintenance or reproduction.75 In the case of human beings, 

Foot maintains that the teleological story aims at another sort of good.76 In making these 

claims, she is speaking of exactly of work. 

 While they agree on some parts of the structure of natural teleology, FitzPatrick’s 

view of what work belongs to organisms is not compatible with Foot’s. As stated above, 

                                                           
74 WNFEN 312. 
75 NG 31. 
76 NG 42-3. 
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he maintains that an entity’s work is established by the causal history of how the entity in 

question came to be as it is, which in the case of living organisms would be their 

evolutionary history. Therefore, the work of a living organism will be ensuring the 

propagation of these genes and not, as he reads Foot as claiming, ensuring the welfare of 

the organism. This assertion and the consequent inappropriateness of natural goodness in 

making ethical judgments is echoed in the work of Robert Adams, who formulates it in 

the following way: “If there is a teleology intrinsic to our biology, it is one in which the 

telos served in fact by evolving organisms is the propagation of their genes; and efficacy 

in serving that telos has, I think, no plausibility as a measure of ethical virtue.”77 

If this contention was the extent of FitzPatrick’s criticism, then it would be 

vulnerable to the rebuttals given against Millum above: we might simply have multiple 

senses of the “work” of an organism. In anticipation of this concern, FitzPatrick not only 

provides his own account of natural teleology but also attacks the possibility of Foot 

establishing a sense of “function” that is simply not involved in or competing with that 

account.78 To this end, he offers two independent objections, as well as an error theory to 

account for Foot’s position.  

First, he contends that a welfare-based account of teleology is unable to 

distinguish between accidental contributions to welfare and genuine functioning of the 

organism’s traits. Speaking about the defenders of Foot’s view, he asserts that “[b]y 

                                                           
77 Robert Merrihew Adams, A Theory of Virtue: Excellence in Being for the Good (Oxford: 2006), 51, DOI: 
10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199207510.001.0001. 
78 FitzPatrick terms these as exclusive and complementary accounts of natural teleology, with an exclusivist 
account stressing that Foot’s approach (and not the approach of natural selection) allows for judgments of 
natural goodness, and the complementary account allowing that both FitzPatrick’s etiological as well as 
Foot’s “welfare” based account permit such judgments. See TNN 186-93. 
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ignoring the historical background, they will wind up committed to treating what are 

plainly incidental benefits […] as ends functionally served by traits.”79 His contention is 

that there are clearly cases where a trait that has been selected by evolution produces 

accidental effects, and that in these cases a Footean will mistakenly maintain that such 

accidental effects may in fact have a functional role to play in the organism. 

 However, this line of attack is dubious. If what he means is that specific traits 

cannot be readily asserted to have a function despite their contribution to ends in cases 

where welfare is the end in question, then he has described a problem his position 

likewise suffers from. FitzPatrick has defended the view that his two-level approach 

allows him to maintain that a sea turtle’s tail has a function of defending its eggs even if 

its selection history was purely based on propulsion. And yet, in a case he borrows from 

Woodfield, he maintains that while an animal’s rumbling stomach might contribute to the 

animal surviving and therefore passing on its genes, such rumbling should still not be 

held to be any part of a stomach’s functioning.80  Changing the end in question does 

nothing to resolve the question of what is and what is not an accidental contribution to 

that end. If, on the other hand, FitzPatrick has in mind the concern that consequences that 

are understood as accidental from one perspective, namely the perspective of his 

historically-informed, system-oriented view, must be understood as accidental from all 

teleological perspectives, then his claim needs further defense. If one has already 

assumed the work of the human organism to be open to two separate understandings, then 

                                                           
79 TNN 194. 
80 Andrew Woodfield, Teleology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 126-7. 
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it is quite plausible that each of these understandings might include some characteristics 

and effects that are accidental from the other point of view.  

 Second, FitzPatrick raises the concern that we do not have good reason to hold 

that there is some second sort of functioning. While Foot can and does observe multiple 

intuitive cases of organisms functioning to promote welfare, FitzPatrick can simply 

understand such advancements of welfare as achieving proximate ends on the way to 

promoting genetic propagation. For instance, a given organism may well ensure the 

success of its genes by keeping itself alive and free of pain. However, there are also other 

traits that contribute to genetic propagation without any benefit to the organism’s welfare. 

Therefore, the better understanding will be the one that can account for a greater range of 

contributions, and that is genetic propagation. In order to defend welfare as an end that 

was not merely a sometimes-used means toward the real end of natural teleology, there 

would need to be instances where some trait functions to promote welfare but not genetic 

propagation, and FitzPatrick suggests such cases are simply not to be found. 

 In an attempt to provide an error theory for this welfare-based view of natural 

teleology, FitzPatrick addresses various other ways of understanding the work of an 

organism, such as having a work that consists in surviving and reproducing or 

flourishing. We might, for instance, just be interested in an organism as it promotes its 

well-being or that of another organism. The problem is that such interests are arbitrary. 

FitzPatrick makes this assertion in saying that “[w]e will no longer be dealing generally 

with objective teleology in biology, but with a partly artificial framework shaped by our 

own interests. There will therefore be a loss in the objectivity of our teleological 

judgments, at least in every case where they differ from the judgments made within the 
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biological functional framework I have defended.”81 While this move does not directly 

serve as an argument against Foot’s position, it does diminish some of the initial 

plausibility that her theory enjoyed. 

FitzPatrick provides the most comprehensive response to Foot’s claims, and so it 

is fitting that in his work all three of the items I propose as desiderata are evident. First, 

FitzPatrick has criticized Foot’s account for being unable to provide truth conditions for 

its claims about the working of an organism. In so doing, he draws clear attention to the 

epistemological hurdles facing Footeanism and to the need for some account of how we 

can come to know about an entity’s work. Second, in stressing the function/accident 

distinction as well as the idea of a bifurcated account of teleology, FitzPatrick has shown 

that Foot has not done enough to establish an appropriate sense of functioning. Third, 

even if a Footean account can answer these first two concerns, FitzPatrick has still 

established a plausible sort of natural normativity. Consequently, an individual who 

wishes to grant objective primacy to evaluations of the sort Foot describes—those we 

would find appropriate for the moral evaluation of human beings—cannot simply see 

these two sorts of natural normativity as perfectly compatible and non-competing. 

Instead, a defender of Foot is obligated to show the relevant primacy of Foot’s account of 

organisms.  

2.1.2.4 Lott’s Response 
 Micah Lott defends Foot’s position and takes it to be of the sort Hacker-Wright 

and FitzPatrick have discussed: one that does not compete with FitzPatrick’s biological 

functioning and is instead compatible with it. He understands FitzPatrick as offering two 
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primary reasons why such an account is faulty. First, organisms have traits that are 

functional but do not promote the life-cycle of the organism.82 Second, a theory like 

Foot’s cannot distinguish between functioning and only accidentally contributing to the 

organism’s life-cycle. 

 In response to the first of these criticisms, Lott argues that FitzPatrick has 

confused those cases where an organism could be better designed to promote welfare (in 

the sense of its life being pleasant) for cases where a trait fails to play a role in the life-

cycle of that organism. Addressing FitzPatrick’s examples of a peacock’s tail 

encumbering the bird and the violent battles for dominance among elephant seals causing 

harm to the organisms, Lott contends that these traits do not in fact work toward or serve 

an end outside the life-cycle of the organism and are instead simply judgments of what it 

in fact is. He refutes FitzPatrick’s argument by asserting that: “it is no part of [the] neo-

Aristotelian account of function[s] or natural norms that a given life cycle is ‘good for’ 

that life form in comparison to other life forms we are able to observe or imagine.”83 

These cases are then taken as promoting the life-cycle of the organism, even if they might 

be less than pleasant. 

 Lott has two responses to FitzPatrick’s claim that a Footean view cannot 

distinguish function from accident. First, he argues that FitzPatrick’s accusation relies 

upon the assumption that his own account is the only way to distinguish functions and 

accidents, and in so doing assumes exactly what it aims to prove. Second, Lott attempts 

                                                           
82 I think Lott slightly misreads FitzPatrick on this point, as is indicated in my earlier summary. Micah Lott, 
“Have Elephant Seals Refuted Aristotle? Nature, Function, and Moral Goodness,” Journal of Moral 
Philosophy 9:3, (2012): 360-3, DOI:10.1163/174552412X62572. 
83 Ibid., 366. 
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to answer the charge by providing various cases in which his account can meaningfully 

distinguish functional from incidental contributions to an organism’s life-cycle. 

 Lott’s first response, the accusation that FitzPatrick is guilty of assuming what he 

sought to defend, seems to me to be plausible, though predicated on a less-than-charitable 

reading of FitzPatrick. Assuming that the objection above stands and that there are traits 

that are functional from an evolutionary perspective but not functional from a Footean 

perspective, FitzPatrick’s argument looks like this: 

1. There are traits that are clearly accidental from an evolutionary point of view. 

2. The welfare view cannot identify these traits as accidental. 

3. An account that cannot distinguish functional traits from accidental ones is 

inadequate. 

Therefore,  

4. Foot’s account is inadequate. 

If one wishes to more charitably read FitzPatrick’s contention here, one might add the 

following premises: 

1.1. Traits that are accidental from one non-arbitrary point of view are accidental in 

all non-arbitrary points of view. 

1.2. The evolutionary point of view is non-arbitrary. 

1.3. Therefore, the traits considered in premises 1 and 2 are accidental. 

Such implied premises might make FitzPatrick’s argument no longer vulnerable to the 

charge of being viciously circular. However, premise 1.1 would require a strong defense, 

particularly given the argument above for its falsity, and FitzPatrick does not provide 

such a defense. 
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Second, Lott argues that a Footean approach can in fact distinguish functioning 

from incidental benefit so long as a Footean has sufficient familiarity with the life-cycle 

of the organism in question. To illustrate this, he gives the example of a species of tree 

that has branches large enough to support nests of birds. 

But is it the branch’s function (in the Thompson-Foot sense) to provide 
birds with a place to build their nests? (…) How we answer this question 
depends on whether or not there is some vital process of the tree that 
depends on providing a home for the birds. (…) Perhaps there is no such 
process, and the nesting birds play no part in the life of the tree. On the 
other hand, perhaps for this kind of tree it is essential that its roots gain 
nourishment from the droppings of a particular kind of bird, and the tree 
will only get this nourishment if the branches are such to support the nests 
of these birds. In the latter case, providing a home for the birds does play a 
part in the life of trees of this kind – it is part of how they get nourishment 
for their roots – and so the benefit to the birds is not “incidental” from the 
view of the tree’s own life form.84 

This thought experiment works so far, and Lott is able to provide the conditions of 

functional and accidental benefit. However, this case is perhaps a bit too easy for Lott. 

The benefit in question belongs to some external organism and not the tree itself. Can 

there be traits that bring about a benefit to an organism but do so in a merely incidental 

way? Lott contends this is the case, and he provides as an example a tiger whose face 

reminds a hunter of the hunter’s mother, and is spared as a result.85 

 In this example, we understand that the tiger’s striped face does not have a 

function of preserving its life from hunters, even though it achieved that benefit. The 

problem is that Lott’s distinction only works because we are speaking of an occurrence 

                                                           
84 Ibid., 371. 
85 I remain unconvinced by this example, primarily because Lott moves here to a single organism instead of 
speaking as he had before about a species, or about traits that are characteristic. A more difficult question 
that remains is: “can a species be benefitted in a typical way by a trait and yet have that benefit not be any 
part of the trait’s function?” Just as in FitzPatrick’s case of the wolf with a grumbling stomach it seems that 
such a distinction is not adequately answered by Lott. 
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that seems unlikely and uncharacteristic of the tiger. Just as was the case in FitzPatrick’s 

borrowed problem of the rumbling stomach scaring off a predator, a claim about what is 

characteristic of the species seems necessary for distinguishing what is functioning and 

what is incidental. Additionally, this problem raises the question of how we can know not 

only what the work of an organism is, but also about how it characteristically achieves 

that work. 

2.1.3 The Problem of Need: Logical Footeanism 
 Michael Thompson characterizes Foot's position as having three logical strata, 

though it might make more sense to think of these as three successive propositional 

commitments held by a Footean.86 The three commitments are logical, local, and 

substantive Footeanism. The first of these, logical Footeanism, can be summarized by the 

view that it is possible for an organism to have practical reason as an essential part of its 

life-cycle. This requires that living things possess the sort of life-cycle described above 

and also that practical reason is the sort of thing that may be involved in that life-cycle. 

Local Footeanism requires that human beings do have practical reason as an essential part 

of their life-cycle. Lastly, substantive Footeanism is the claim that having practical reason 

as an essential part of one’s life-cycle serves to justify something like what we generally 

hold morality to be. I employ this distinction here in separating two sorts of criticism, 

both of which address organisms as entities that have needs. In this section I address 

criticisms directed against the evaluation of any organism, human or non-human, by 

means of Aristotelian categoricals as Foot has described. In the following section, I 

                                                           
86 Michael Thompson, “Three Degrees of Natural Goodness,” http://www.pitt.edu/~mthompso/three.pdf. I 
adopt the spelling “Footean” as opposed to Thompson’s “Footian” for consistency with other uses in this 
dissertation. 
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address concerns about whether or not the application of these categoricals to humans 

need yields anything like what we take to be morality.87 

One preliminary question that might be raised is the following: “should need be 

understood as central to Foot’s project?” Hacker-Wright interprets Foot as asserting that 

“to recognize an organism is to recognize something with needs and to assess the 

organism against those needs.”88 This understanding of Foot is evidenced in her own 

work as she speaks of Anscombe’s Aristotelian necessity as 

that which is necessary because and in so far as good hangs on it. We 
invoke the same idea when we say that it is necessary for plants to have 
water, for birds to build nests, for wolves to hunt in packs, and for 
lionesses to teach their cubs to kill.89  

In this way, “need” operates very much like “function” and “purpose”: it serves as a 

necessary condition of evaluating the natural goodness of a trait. It is exactly this sort of 

claim that Thompson expresses when he links need and teleological relationships in 

saying that such teleological judgments ”articulate the relations of dependence among the 

various elements and aspects and phases of a given kind of life”90 and that need and 

purpose are logically converse to each other in the context of life.91 I understand this last 

comment as asserting that if, in the life-cycle of some organism, x is needed for y, then y 

is the purpose of x. However, understanding need in this way is not adequate to resolving 

some challenges that are raised against Foot, and instead points to a requirement for a 

                                                           
87 In making this divide, I follow Micah Lott’s division of such criticisms as raised in seeing the thinkers 
addressed here as likewise being concerned about whether or not Foot’s project “gets off the ground.” Ibid., 
355. 
88 WNFEN 313. 
89 NG 15. 
90 LA 78. 
91 LA 79. 
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better understanding of both need and—by Thompson’s logical connection—function in 

Foot’s thought. 

2.1.3.1 Lemos, Copp and Sobel 
Lemos contends that Foot fails to show exactly why human beings need the 

virtues. Certainly, a part of this lack of clarity originates in Foot’s vague account of the 

work of the human organism. However, Lemos takes some notion of eudaimonia in 

Foot’s thought to fill this role and instead focuses on the question of why a rationally 

self-interested human couldn’t achieve the same work as a virtuous human.92 In this 

formulation, this inquiry might appear to be a question concerning whether such traits as 

the virtues are strictly part of the human life-cycle, and as such would better be addressed 

in the concerns about local Footeanism below. However, because such a concern could 

be easily extended to the question: “In just what sense can any organism truly be said to 

need those traits that play a role in achieving the work of the organism?” I instead 

consider it here. 

Lemos raises this point in addressing a concern raised by Copp and Sobel about 

the possibility and evaluation of uncharacteristic goods in organisms, such as fantastic 

speed in a snail.93 In his consideration of these arguments, Lemos finds that their being 

uncharacteristic but still of benefit should be no threat to Foot’s position because Foot 

seemingly has no problem with cases where an organism possesses some unusual trait 

that aids it, only with cases in which the organism lacks something characteristically 

                                                           
92 John Lemos. “Foot and Aristotle on Virtues and Flourishing,” Philosophia 35, no. 1 (2007): 44-7, 
DOI:10.1007/s11406-007-9049-9 
93 David Copp and David Sobel, “Morality and Virtue: An Assessment of Some Recent Work in Virtue 
Ethics,” Ethics 114, no. 3 (2004): 538-9, DOI: 10.1086/382058. 
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involved in its achievement of its work.94 However, this does not address the problem of 

organisms where this unusual trait replaces something that characteristically does play a 

role in its life-cycle, and it is exactly this point that Blackman seizes upon. 

2.1.3.2 Blackman 
 In his 2008 dissertation, Blackman argues that Foot’s account judges some 

organisms as bad when in fact they should be viewed as merely unusual. He reinforces 

this point through thought experiments in which a member of a species might achieve its 

work in ways that are idiosyncratic, such as a rabbit that prefers leaves to grass, or in 

ways that employ abnormal virtues, such as a deer that lacks swiftness but has instead 

mastered camouflage.95 The idiosyncratic rabbit still acquires sustenance, and the deer 

with abnormal virtues still avoids predators, thus preserving the lives of each organism. 

Through these examples, Blackman raises a problem: these traits play a positive role in 

an organism’s achieving its work, but if we follow Foot and Thompson we are compelled 

to claim that these organisms are defective.  

 The first thing Blackman succeeds in showing here is that many of the 

characteristics we believe are needed by a given organism are not strictly necessary 

conditions for that organism to achieve its work. So far, this problem can be readily 

addressed by the correction I proposed in Chapter 1: replacing “necessary for” with 

                                                           
94 John Lemos. “Foot and Aristotle on Virtues and Flourishing,” Philosophia 35, no. 1 (2007): 56-7, 
DOI:10.1007/s11406-007-9049-9 
95 Reid Blackman, “Cultural Kindism: What It Is and Why We Should Endorse It,” PhD Diss., The 
University of Texas at Austin,2008, 
https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/bitstream/handle/2152/18224/blackmanr41186.pdf, 100. Blackman terms 
these “the goods of a species.” My own terminology of “work” is appropriate as a substitution here as we 
are speaking of, in the case of non-human animals at least, survival and reproduction, and I think it is a 
better choice as Blackman’s terminology is misleading if in fact a species goods consist in something other 
than the achievement of work. While I adopt this example for its clarity and return to it throughout this 
dissertation, I note that deer seemingly do employ camouflage. 
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“contributing to” the achievement of an organism’s work. But Blackman’s challenge goes 

beyond this concern in that there may be many traits of an organism that contribute to the 

achievement of its work in non-characteristic ways. One way a Footean might resolve 

this difficulty is to insist that a trait must be characteristic of the organism as well as 

contribute to (or be necessary for) fulfilling its work. However, Blackman takes this sort 

of move to be problematic and contends that “such a provision seems utterly ad hoc; I can 

see no reason for thinking that deviance in the characteristic or typical means taken to 

achieve the end is either a bad-making feature of an S’s life or of an s itself.”96  

Contra Blackman, I maintain that in understanding Foot’s goodness as a goodness 

of kind we have every reason to think that being characteristic is an appropriate 

requirement. We are, after all, speaking of organisms that are good as members of their 

species, and such a species has not only some work that it achieves but also its own 

characteristic way of achieving that work. As an example involving artifacts, we could 

suppose that the ultimate work of a chair is to provide for human comfort and consider 

some specific chair that has had the back broken off, is now used as a one person table, 

and is a wonderful success as such a table. In this case, we might readily say that it still 

succeeds in its original work, but we could no longer describe it as a good chair. A 

similar conclusion is appropriate for a deer that has adopted a camouflaging strategy: it 

might certainly still succeed in fulfilling its work, but it is no longer quite right to call it 

good as a deer, despite achieving the same work as a deer. By understanding Foot’s 

natural goodness as a goodness of a kind, we can see why Blackman’s objection is 
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inappropriate—in dealing with goodness of a kind, it is wholly appropriate to consider 

what is characteristic of a species. 

This solution points toward a concern raised above in discussing FitzPatrick and 

the problem of the wolf’s rumbling stomach frightening off predators. We seem in need 

of an understanding of “characteristic” that involves more than the simply typical and 

instead is closer to being a part of a definition of an organism. If being characteristic is a 

requirement for traits to have a function in Foot’s approach, then it remains to be said 

exactly why this should be the case. Similarly, in raising concerns about a trait’s being 

characteristic, Blackman echoes the concerns raised by Lemos as to exactly what an 

organism primarily is, and in so doing returns to the question of why “species” must be 

central. 

2.1.4 The Problem of Need: Local and Substantive Footeanism 
 In section 1.3 I discussed the problems of need in establishing any sort of natural 

goodness. Here, I address the question whether practical reason or moral virtues are 

necessary in the life-cycle of human beings. I do not address problems of what exactly 

practical reasoning should entail but instead focus on two broad arguments asserting that 

Foot’s account does not in fact justify classifying much of what we traditionally consider 

to be ethics as a kind of natural goodness. 

2.1.4.1 MacIntyre and the Free-Rider Problem 
 In his review of Natural Goodness,97 MacIntyre targets the idea of need and the 

role it plays in Foot’s thinking. If MacIntyre can successfully argue that one or more of 

the virtues are not needed by the human life-cycle, he will have shown that these virtues 

                                                           
97 Alasdair MacIntyre, “Virtues in Foot and Geach,” The Philosophical Quarterly 52: 209, (2002): 621-31, 
DOI: 10.1111/1467-9213.00289. 
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cannot be the basis for evaluations of the human organism, and therefore that they are not 

types of natural goodness. The trait he focuses on is promise keeping, though he holds 

that this is merely an example and could be extended to other virtues as well.  

MacIntyre argues that while promise keeping certainly does play a role in human 

society, its role is plausibly fulfilled just as well, if not better, by “a much smaller class of 

free-riders”98 or individuals who break promises. The group in general would benefit 

from the possibility of increased cooperation due to the promise keeping practices of the 

vast majority because, due to the comparatively small number of free riders, the 

institution of promise keeping would persist. Furthermore, MacIntyre suggests that a 

group with few free riders might succeed even more so than would a group without. 

Consequently, it is not necessary that all human beings be promise keepers, but instead 

only that a majority be so, and so promise keeping cannot said to be truly needed by all 

human beings. For MacIntyre, this difficulty is a serious one for Foot, as the success of 

arguments such as his example of promise keeping suggest that “not all moral evaluation 

would be a matter of natural goodness or badness”99 and that consequently Foot has 

failed to show that all moral evaluation has such a structure. 

 I have already gestured toward one possible response to this argument in my 

Chapter 1: Foot may simply be incorrect in her terminology of “need” and “necessity,” 

and she should instead adopt terminology closer to “contributes to” or the phrase she 

already makes use of: “plays a part.”100 This approach avoids MacIntyre’s free-rider 

problem in that it identifies the free riders not as making impossible or even harming the 

                                                           
98 Ibid., 627. 
99 Ibid. 
100 NG 31. 
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institution of promise keeping. Instead, it identifies some aspect of how humans achieve 

their work that is not present in the free riders in question. The absence of these traits 

provides grounds for asserting the defect of such individuals. Just as the presence of some 

bees that lack stings might not prove fatal to the well-being of a hive, some free riders 

might not prove fatal for the institution of promise keeping. However, in both cases does 

such organisms still lack traits that contribute to achieving the work of their species. 

 I take this response to have a substantive shortcoming. MacIntyre did not merely 

raise the possibility that free riders upon the institution of promise keeping might be 

harmless to the larger institution. He instead suggested that, in sufficiently small 

numbers, such free riders might be helpful and make a positive contribution. If this is the 

case, then the rephrasing above would still yield the result that such promise breakers 

were in fact examples of naturally good human beings. Again, Foot’s account of “need” 

must be understood as something other than a necessary condition. Absent such an 

understanding, her account cannot be complete. 

2.1.4.2 Andreou 
 Chrisoula Andreou advances a similar attack against Foot. She provides two ways 

in which traits can evidence natural goodness for some members of the species in a 

restricted way. The first case is multiple naturally sound types; the second is the case of 

mixed naturally sound types. In cases where multiple naturally sound types exist a given 

member of a species might develop in different ways, based either on various 

environmental circumstances or on different genetic markers, and these different 

developmental paths might each have some role to play in the life of the individual or the 

community. Andreou’s examples include caterpillars whose appearance varies drastically 
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depending on its diet in early life, as well as the basic sex differences between male and 

female.101 Foot seems to recognize these phenomena in speaking of natural goodness as 

requiring certain traits of only some particularly talented individuals.102 In mixed 

naturally sound types the same organism takes on different traits in different 

circumstances, such as a mother bird whose maternal behaviors are extremely prominent 

in the face of a predator but much less so in the face of a chick being killed by its older 

siblings.103 If either or both of these phenomena have a place in Foot’s account of natural 

goodness, then it is possibly the case that practical reasoning and the moral virtues are 

circumstantially a part of what is naturally good for humans. Consequently, Foot must 

problematically defend the view that practical reason and any of the various virtues she 

describes are markers of natural goodness in an unconditional way.  

In addition to making the case for virtues and practical reasoning as types of 

natural goodness, Andreou’s criticism also problematizes a Footean account of vice. 

Andreou understands her criticism as asserting that the existence of mixed and multiple 

naturally sound types “fits poorly with the position that immorality is a natural defect for 

human beings.”104 Presumably this difficulty is present because the characteristic way in 

which a human being fulfills their work can differ from person to person, as well as from 

circumstance to circumstance. Andreou therefore presents two closely related problems. 

First, we cannot say without good reason that the various ethical qualities Foot describes 

are not subject to these sorts of conditions, such that their opposites might also be 

                                                           
101 Chrisoula Andreou, “Getting on in a Varied World,” Social Theory and Practice, 32:1 (2006): 67-8. 
DOI: 10.5840/soctheorpract20063213. 
102 NG 44. 
103 Chrisoula Andreou, “Getting on in a Varied World,” Social Theory and Practice, 32:1 (2006): 68-9. 
DOI: 10.5840/soctheorpract20063213. 
104 Ibid., 73. 
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naturally good either in different people or different circumstances. Similarly, it might 

readily be the case that various qualities that we take to be immoral have some 

characteristic and positive role to play in the work belonging to our species as described 

by Woodcock above, albeit in limited circumstances or individuals. In such a situation, a 

Footean would have to recognize these traits as good.  

 The contribution of such apparently immoral traits to the work of a human being 

is easily recognized if one takes the work of a human being to be genetic propagation, or 

even if one takes the work of a human being to be survival and reproduction.105 However, 

it is not clear that immoral traits characteristically contribute to the work of a whole 

human being, or that such traits do make up any part of what Foot takes to be 

characteristic of the human organism. Hacker-Wright adopts exactly this line of argument 

in response. However, in adopting this line of criticism, one runs the risk of seemingly 

arbitrarily asserting what the nature of the work of a human being is as well as what the 

characteristic way of achieving that work is. I describe this line of attack against Foot 

below. 

2.1.5 The Objection from Indeterminacy 
2.1.5.1 Woodcock 
 In the first section of this essay, I summarized several cases in which Woodcock 

argues that Foot’s theory is untenable because it leads to several repugnant conclusions. 

He claims that:  

Foot’s view invites […] objection in two different ways, it seems 
excessively restrictive, as it judges certain harmless choices to be immoral, 
yet it also seems excessively permissive, because it has no way to 
condemn choices that are consistent with what is characteristically human. 

                                                           
105 This error seems especially likely in the case of Andreou’s reading, as she seems to endorse a reading of 
Foot that would uphold something like this understanding of an organism’s work. Ibid., 63-4. 
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Examples related to the former objection include choices to preserve 
treatable disabilities, to refrain from having children, or to care for the 
elderly. Examples related to the latter objection include choices to behave 
in xenophobic or conformist ways that are lamentably ordinary features of 
the human life cycle.”106  

Some similar absurdities have likewise been discussed in the works of MacIntyre and 

Andreou. In response to the counter-arguments made by Hacker-Wright, Woodcock 

contends that Foot’s defenders have avoided the criticisms above only by making their 

account of function, as Hacker-Wright admits, “independent of any empirical 

theory[.]”107 In so doing, they expose Foot’s account to concerns about exactly what we 

can know about the human life-cycle. 

 Woodcock contends that this move makes Foot’s position untenable as it is 

consequently unable to answer concerns about indeterminacy: Foot’s ethical approach 

cannot offer any grounds for resolving disputes between two of its proponents about 

exactly what constitutes the good for a human life, nor can it advise as to what a person 

should do. “[I]t is not clear how this method of ‘self-interpretation’ can specify 

substantive content for the virtues that is not merely a reflection of our contingent, pre-

existing assumptions about what we each consider to be the best kind of human life.”108 It 

is so indeterminate because Hacker-Wright and others have asserted that our knowledge 

of such life-cycles is not empirically informed, and absent this information we seem 

bound to rely on only the understandings we already bring of what a particular organism 

is. Woodcock takes resolving disputes and providing substantive guidance to be an 

                                                           
106 Scott Woodcock, “Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism and the Indeterminacy Objection,” International Journal 
of Philosophical Studies 23, no. 1 (2015): 24, DOI:10.1080/09672559.2014.940366. 
107 WNFEN 312. 
108 Scott Woodcock, “Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism and the Indeterminacy Objection,” International Journal 
of Philosophical Studies 23, no. 1 (2015): 30, DOI:10.1080/09672559.2014.940366. 
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important part of what an ethical theory is supposed to do, and consequently he asserts 

that Foot’s defenders have left her position open to an objection of indeterminacy. 

Woodcock holds that his criticisms against Hacker-Wright apply “mutatis 

mutandis to other advocates of the view.”109 I am unsure if this is correct. Many of 

Woodcock’s best criticisms attack Foot’s project as ultimately offering an interpretation 

of what it is to be a human being. Others among Foot’s defenders, chiefly Micah Lott, 

speak of Foot’s project as appealing to the human form. While interpretations can 

certainly be debated and are not entirely arbitrary, they also seem to be “up for grabs” in 

a way that forms are plausibly not: forms might exist apart from their being perceived. 

There then appear to be two different ways to understand Foot’s views: as claims about 

the logic of how we can evaluate things, especially living things, or as ontological claims 

about what is truly the case concerning living things. I address this matter in the fourth 

chapter of this dissertation. Presently, I return to Woodcock’s objection. 

2.1.5.2 Lott and Thompson 
Woodcock’s objection is that the interpretive reading of Foot as advanced by 

Hacker-Wright makes Foot’s position “immune to empirical defeaters” by embracing an 

approach that removes it from being empirically informed and that, in absence of such 

empirical knowledge, we have no way of knowing about the human species and 

consequently no substantive moral knowledge.110 However, neo-Aristotelians such as 

Micah Lott argue that we can have non-empirical knowledge of our species. He seeks to 

show that we can do so by means of the claim that practical reason111 is a part of and in 

                                                           
109 Ibid., 21. 
110 Ibid., 20. 
111 One possible objection is that practical reason might not be thought to encompass all ethical matters. For 
example, taking pleasure in doing the right thing might be irrational but still worthy of ethical evaluation. 
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fact what is characteristic of the human life-cycle.112 In conjunction with the claim that 

“[w]e have no access to judging that an action or trait is rationally excellent for humans 

apart from the claim that humans have all-things-considered reason to act and choose in a 

certain way”113 he takes it to be the case that he has defended the non-empirical status of 

our knowledge about practical reason.114 We cannot know what counts as excellence in 

reasoning apart from the use of our practical reason, and as our practical reasoning is 

presumably not an empirical way of gaining knowledge, he maintains that he has 

answered empirical objections to Foot’s point of view.  

There are two substantial difficulties for Lott’s answer. First, even if he has 

successfully answered the objection from what he calls “the Pollyanna problem,” i.e. that 

Foot’s approach to ethics seem naive in light of empirical studies,115 he has shown only 

that empirical sources cannot account for our understanding of an action or trait as 

rationally excellent. He has not shown that we actually have such knowledge. Second, it 

is not clear that our knowledge of the human form should be non-empirical. Foot’s 

argument relies on the similarity between goodness in non-human organisms and 

goodness, and our knowledge of non-human organisms is certainly of an empirical 

nature. Consequently, we should expect that our knowledge of the human form can be at 

least partly informed by empirical observations. 

                                                           
However, it would be a mistake to raise this criticism here, as Foot clearly does maintain that practical 
reason is exhaustive of ethics. See NG 13. 
112 Micah Lott, “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 3 
(2012): 417, DOI: 10.5840/soctheorpract201238323. 
113 Ibid. 
114 See Michael Thompson, “Apprehending Human Form,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplements 
(2004), 47-74. DOI:10.1017/S1358246100008444. 
115 Micah Lott, “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 3 
(2012): 408, DOI: 10.5840/soctheorpract201238323. 
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2.2 The Desiderata 

 The arguments described above make up a large part of the body of critical 

literature surrounding Foot and her idea of natural goodness. In the remainder of this 

chapter, I contend that these arguments highlight three areas where Foot’s account is 

incomplete or is obligated to say something more. These areas pertain to 1) what sort of 

functions and purposes Foot’s theory involves, 2) why the contribution of an organism’s 

traits to the life-cycle of its species, as opposed to some other taxonomic level or way of 

looking at the organism, provides the key qualifier for evaluations of natural goodness, 

and 3) how we can come to have knowledge about these functions and purposes. 

2.2.1 What is a Function? 
 Foot’s account requires elaboration in that it must clarify what “function” means. 

Hacker-Wright and Lott have followed Foot in their clear and emphatic assertion that 

what they are speaking of when they talk about functions is not the same as the sense that 

is employed by the natural sciences. However, they fail to specify exactly what this other 

sort of function is. Among her opponents, Millum’s arguments directly question how 

functions operate in Foot’s philosophy. Likewise, FitzPatrick’s approach stresses the 

inadequacy of Foot’s approach to function, particularly in light of its purportedly failing 

to provide a distinction between function and malfunction.  

 These criticisms stress the need for an adequate account of functions as they 

operate in Foot’s theory. At the very least, this account must do two things: it must be 

able to distinguish between function and accident as well as between functioning and 

malfunctioning. The first distinction is discussed extensively by FitzPatrick and does 

have a substantive role to play in Foot’s thought. Without such a difference, her approach 

fails to delineate between an organism being good and that organism merely being 
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typical. Similarly, the account must maintain a function/malfunction distinction given the 

evaluative nature of Foot’s project. An explanation of the functioning of a trait or part of 

an organism therefore cannot simply be a description of what that trait or part is now 

doing.  

 Tentatively, both of these concerns are answered by the nature of natural-historic 

judgments about an organism. In making natural-historic judgments, we speak to the 

general story of the species that an organism is a member of. This approach maintains the 

function/accident distinction in that there will be some things that are a part of the “story” 

of such an organism’s existence and some things that are not. It maintains the 

function/malfunction distinction in that it does clearly establish a notion of a trait or part 

“functioning correctly” i.e., as is appropriate for its role in the life-cycle of the organism. 

In its being an account heavily reliant on goodness of a kind, Foot’s approach has little 

trouble answering these concerns.  

 Additionally, Foot’s position is obligated to provide its own account of how 

function is related to need. The objections of MacIntyre and Andreou complicate the 

picture of what human beings may be said to need, while those raised by Lemos and 

especially Blackman show the difficulty in establishing that any organism truly can be 

said to “need” any of the traits it characteristically uses to achieve its work. Because 

“needs” are directly tied to functions and teleological relationships in the work of Foot 

and Thompson, a Footean account of function must answer these concerns, and I develop 

such an account in the third chapter of this dissertation. 
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2.2.2 Why “Species?” 
 A general area of interest for Foot’s approach is a sense of what metaphysical 

commitments, (particularly those of an Aristotelian character116) one is required to adopt 

in order to hold such a view. The most readily apparent area where this arises is in 

teleology. However, another area of indebtedness can be found in Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics, particularly with respect to the question of whether a given entity can be 

said to be intrinsically and primarily one thing.117 Such a concern emerges from the work 

of Lemos as well as that of Copp and Sobel, but is also a problem raised by FitzPatrick’s 

competing account of natural teleology: even supposing the Footean can defend their 

perspective against his criticisms, if FitzPatrick’s picture of life as gene propagation 

stands as a rival account of what an organism truly is such an apologist is obligated to 

show why Foot’s account should take priority. Such an obligation might also emerge 

from arguments I have made in the first chapter of this dissertation, namely that Foot’s 

goodness was ultimately a goodness of kind. It seems that any given entity belongs to 

multiple kinds, both relative to its different taxonomic levels and relative to its being 

describable in different ways. If an entity can belong to multiple kinds in these ways, then 

there is a question of what kind we should grant evaluative priority to. 

 Foot does hold that evaluations with regard to species have a special status. She 

describes natural goodness as “intrinsic or ‘autonomous’ goodness in that it depends 

directly on the relation of an individual to the ‘life form’ of its species.”118 She contrasts 

this goodness to a secondary goodness that relates to other organisms, such as our 

                                                           
116 I am not undertaking a project of describing exactly what Aristotle might be said to have thought but 
instead assert just what beliefs about essences are required for Foot’s project. 
117 See 1029b14, 1030a8. 
118 NG 27. 
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evaluation that a horse is good if it can carry us well.119 Seemingly, in calling such other 

sorts of goodness secondary, she prioritizes the more intrinsic kind over kinds which 

obtain only with relation to other organisms. She therefore maintains that priority of 

goodness of kind may be established if an entity belongs to one kind in a way that has 

priority over its belonging to another kind, and that such priority might be grounded in 

establishing one kind as intrinsic. 

But this is not sufficient to resolve the difficulties here. A given entity might be 

said to belong to multiple kinds in a primary and intrinsic way: Joe might be a human 

being (in the sense of a Footean life-cycle), and an animal, and also a gene propagator in 

ways that all relate directly to just what Joe is. These kinds do not seem tied to Joe’s role 

in relation to any other organism. What a defender of Foot needs in order to resolve 

conflicts between differences in goodness of kind is some kind to which a thing most 

belongs, and that such a kind has priority even among those taxonomic groups of smaller 

and larger levels. 

The question of what kind an organism might most accurately be identified as is 

raised in the criticisms of Lemos and FitzPatrick, and responses are provided by Lott. If 

we are unable to prioritize between the goodness of an organism as an animal and the 

goodness of that organism as a human, or for that matter to provide any priority between 

the goodness appropriate to different understandings of the organism’s ultimate work, say 

as a gene replicator or a producer of offspring or a part of an ecosystem, then there seems 

to be an important sense in which we cannot speak about an organism’s goodness. 

                                                           
119 NG 26. 
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Perhaps this is not a fatal problem. Perhaps it would in fact be welcomed by various 

defenders of Foot’s view, as suggested by Hacker-Wright’s understanding of Foot’s 

project in interpretive rather than descriptive terms. However, as I argue in Chapter 4, 

such an approach is not the best available reading of Foot. Consequently, I do not adopt 

such a strategy.   

2.2.3 How Can We Know? 
 In light of Woodcock’s objection, the third major desideratum that emerges from 

the preceding discussion is an account of the relevant epistemology. FitzPatrick’s 

concerns about functions being an arbitrary ascription also motivate this requirement. 

Such an account would ideally be able to provide means by which we could come to 

acquire new knowledge about the work of an organism, or at least to provide grounds for 

settling disputes and revising current beliefs. This point is problematic for a Footean 

thinker, particularly if they, in following Hacker-Wright and Lott, have asserted that the 

matter is not empirical.  

One consideration that such epistemological arguments must remain sensitive to 

is the precise sense of welfare that can be fairly applied to Foot’s thought. As mentioned 

in Chapter 1, Foot does not maintain that the work of the human organism is exhausted 

by the kind of benefit that is expressed in Hursthouse’s four ends of individual survival, 

continuance of the species, freedom from pain, and functioning of a social group.120 It is 

also worth noting that Hursthouse maintains that the primary role these four ends in her 

theory is that they enable us to reflect upon and reconsider what qualifies as being a trait 

that can serve as the basis for evaluations of natural goodness.121 Absent such an 
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understanding of benefit, it is not clear how we can begin to determine what the work of a 

sui generis organism such as the human being is, and it seems this must be determined 

before one can settle disputes concerning which traits do and do not contribute to that 

work. 
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CHAPTER 3: WHAT FOOT MUST MAINTAIN ABOUT FUNCTIONS 

In the previous chapter, I established that a Footean must provide an account of what 

they mean by “function.” Here, I provide the best available account. I begin by 

establishing four things such an account should be able to do: (i) explain the relationship 

between function, necessity, and need, (ii) make sense of a function/malfunction 

distinction, (iii) make sense of a function/accident distinction, and (iv) explain how a 

function can be intrinsic to the entity in question. In the second section, I show why two 

prominent accounts of function are not suited for Foot’s purposes. In the third section I 

show just what such an account looks like. I approach the problem initially through the 

difficulty of establishing a function/accident distinction. Through the consideration of 

this problem as well as that of organisms that achieve their work through uncharacteristic 

means, I contend that a Footean must understand functions in terms of kinds. 

Specifically, these must be kinds that involve processes and purposiveness. I conclude 

this subsection by detailing the ways in which such an approach answers the four 

desiderata noted above. In the fourth section, I close by raising and addressing three 

difficulties raised by my approach. 

3.1 Preliminary Desiderata 

3.1.1 Relationship to Need and Necessity 
 In Chapter 1, I introduce Foot’s use of necessity in characterizing her approach to 

functions. There, I note some difficulties facing an account that parses function in terms 

of necessary conditions. First, such an understanding mischaracterizes redundancies. 

Borrowing an example from Robert Cummins, my left kidney is not necessary for my 

living as long as my right kidney is doing fine, but presumably both kidneys have the 
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function of keeping me alive.122 Relatedly, we often accept claims of necessity when the 

end in question can be achieved by various other means. For example, the claim “I need 

my heart to work in order to live” is generally acceptable, but as a statement of a 

necessary condition it is strictly false if some artificial replacement is available. Second, 

there are times we are willing to call something “necessary” without saying that it has a 

function—in observing that oxygen is necessary for my living I do not seem committed 

to the belief that oxygen has a function of keeping me living. Without further 

qualification, we cannot say that an entity’s being necessary for some end implies that the 

entity has a function. 

However, as noted in the previous chapter, Foot and her defenders make extensive 

use of the ideas of need and necessity. She relies heavily on Thompson, who at times 

goes so far as to assert that functioning is simply the converse of dependence in the 

context of an organism.123 This commitment suggests, contrary to the observation above, 

that if an organism’s digestion needs certain enzymes then those enzymes have a function 

of promoting digestion. Foot relates an organism’s needs to how it accomplishes its 

survival and ties it to Anscombe’s notion of “that which is necessary because and in so 

far as good hangs on it.”124 Later, she similarly speaks of traits needed by human beings 

as those traits on which a human being may be appropriately evaluated. Problematically, 

that role that is reserved for those traits that have a function in the life-cycle of the 

organism.125 On the one hand, Foot does treat an organism’s needs as interchangeable 
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DOI:10.2307/2024640. 
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with functioning. On the other hand, straightforward necessity cannot plausibly be what 

she has in mind. Considering this tension, a full account of Footean functions should shed 

light on the relationship of function to need and necessity. 

3.1.2 Function and Malfunction Distinction 
There are two distinctions that a Footean account of functions must maintain, both 

of which have been focal points in my previous chapters. First, such an account must 

provide an understanding of the function/malfunction distinction. I take this distinction to 

be important for a Footean account for two major reasons. First, it is a large part of how 

we think about functions generally, and so it would ideally be a part of any account of 

functions. In fact, as I note below, its absence from an approach is often seen as a reason 

to criticize that approach. Second, the account that Foot provides does seem to entail such 

a distinction. Her account involves the possibility that a part of an organism has a 

function and is not fulfilling that function. I take this non-fulfillment of function to be at 

least part of what is meant by malfunctioning. Consequently, I maintain that a Footean 

position must have a way of accounting for such a distinction between functioning and 

malfunctioning. 

The challenge facing such an account is that in order to establish a 

function/malfunction distinction one must look to something more than what a given 

entity happens to be doing at a given time. In speaking about a dull knife, it is not enough 

for me to say that it has an edge that is not sharp. Instead, I must speak to the way it 

should be, and there seems to be nothing about what some particular piece of metal is like 

that can provide this information. The right account of functions must be able to assert 

not just that a given entity is doing something poorly, but also that an entity should be 
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doing something that it is in no way doing, and even something that it lacks the capacity 

to be doing, as might be the case in speaking about eyes that are incapable of sight.126 

Consequently, Foot’s account of function must be able to involve something other than 

what is materially present.  

3.1.3 Function and Accident Distinction 
 A second distinction that such an account of function must be able to provide is 

between function and accident. In light of the assertion that organisms possess work, 

which I defended in Chapter 1, some might assert that such a distinction is 

unproblematic. To borrow Foot’s example, the spot on the top of a blue tit’s head does 

not contribute to a blue tit’s work and should not be thought of as functional, while the 

colors of a peacock’s tail do contribute and should be seen as functional. However, this 

distinction is not as straightforward in some more difficult thought experiments, such as 

Woodfield’s wolf and its grumbling stomach that scares off a potential predator. In this 

example we are inclined to think that there has been a contribution to the work of the 

wolf in that it has survived, but that this is an accidental contribution. Consequently, I 

further specify that a Footean account of function should distinguish between functioning 

to achieve some work and accidentally contributing to that work. I maintain that this 

distinction is important because it reflects how we think of functions, and also because it 

plays an important role in establishing which traits can form the basis for evaluations of 

natural goodness.  

                                                           
126 As mentioned in Chapter 2, this point is raised by Millikan in her discussion of proper functions. See 
Ruth Millikan, Language, Thought, and Other Biological Categories, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1984), 
17-19. 
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3.1.4 The Problem of Being “Intrinsic” 
 I contend that a Footean understanding of function must be such that at least some 

functions can belong to an entity in a way that is intrinsic to it. Foot provides several 

ways of characterizing her evaluations of natural goodness, including the titular “natural” 

but also “autonomous,” “intrinsic,” and “primary.”127 She maintains this goodness is not 

goodness with respect to some other entity’s interests, as would be the case in her 

example of a horse that I take to be good because it carries me where I want to go.128 

Instead, an entity possesses natural goodness when it is good with respect to itself, or at 

least something metaphorically internal to itself. I understand the trait that is lacking in 

the example of the horse as that of being autonomous and intrinsic and here focus on 

these characterizations. While I think such considerations also address some sense of 

“natural,” I leave a full consideration of “natural” and “primary” until the next chapter. 

 On this basis I maintain that Footean functions, at least those involved in 

assessments of natural goodness, must be similarly autonomous and intrinsic. One might 

object that I am making an unwarranted shift between goodness and functions. I defend 

this desideratum on the basis of how Foot restricts what can count in formulating the 

appropriate sort of Aristotelian categorical on which to evaluate the natural goodness of 

an organism. As discussed in Chapter 1, Foot asserts that only those categoricals about a 

species that refer to a trait having some part to play or function can be appropriately used 

as the basis for such evaluations.129 Seemingly, absent such a restriction, one could 

readily form categoricals in which the work achieved answered some external interest. 

                                                           
127 NG 36. See 26 for this as contrasted to “secondary.” 
128 NG 26. 
129 NG 32. 
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For example, the rustling of a tree’s leaves might well serve my aesthetic interests, but it 

should not be able to ground evaluations of the natural goodness of a tree just because 

what it contributes to is not something intrinsic to the organism. Seemingly, even if the 

end of such functioning, which I have called the work of an organism, is contributed to, it 

can still be done in a way that is not inherent to the organism itself. In these cases, it is 

seemingly the case that the functioning in question is extrinsic to the organism in 

question in exactly the same way that the evaluations are.   

3.2 Footean Function Cannot be Either Etiological or Causal Role 

3.2.1 Footean Functions as Different from Etiological Functions 
 Given these desiderata, the sort of functions that Foot has in mind cannot be 

accounted for according to either of the two most common accounts of functions, which I 

here call the etiological account and the causal role account. The etiological account, 

exemplified in the works of Ruth Millikan, determines an entity’s function on the basis of 

those of its traits that can causally account for its existence, or, in other words, by an 

appeal to its history or the history of other entities of which it is somehow a 

reproduction.130 Foot explicitly rejects this approach to functions as a way of 

understanding her position:  

It is imperative that the word ‘function’ as used here is not confused with 
its use in evolutionary biology […]. To say that some feature of a living 
thing is an adaptation is to place it in the history of a species. To say that it 

                                                           
130 Ibid. See also Ruth Millikan, White Queen Psychology and Other Essays for Alice, particularly pages 
13-4 and 34-5 for a discussion of the requirement that the entity be a reproduction. I have chosen Millikan’s 
account as an exemplar over her historical predecessor, Larry Wright, because I believe her account can 
better address some scenarios that are problematic for Wright. One such scenario is provided by 
Christopher Boorse, who contends that in Wright’s account a leak in a rubber hose carrying gaseous 
chlorine has a function if that leak prevents a scientist from putting a stop to the flow of gas by causing that 
scientist to pass out. See Larry Wright, “Functions,” The Philosophical Review 82, no. 2 (1973): 139-168, 
DOI:10.2307/2183766. Christopher Boorse, “Wright on Functions,” The Philosophical Review 85, no. 1 
(1976): 70-86, DOI:10.2307/2184255. 
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has a function is to say that it has a certain place in the life of the 
individuals that belong to that species at a certain time.131  

One reason for this commitment has already been raised in Chapter 2: for a Footean to 

adopt such an approach here would mean that they would have to endorse a number of 

repugnant conclusions. To borrow Jay Odenbaugh’s example, if the practice of rape is an 

adaptation that exists because males who have engaged in the practice have succeeded in 

passing on their genetics in this way, then it would appear that a Footean who adopted an 

etiological view of functioning should find the practice morally permissible.132 

 There is a second plausible motivation for rejecting the use of etiological 

functions here: it might be held that the history of an organism’s progenitors is not 

adequately intrinsic to that organism for Foot’s purposes.133 Such a concern might 

contend that the ancestors of an organism have nothing to do with determining the criteria 

of its intrinsic goodness as such other organisms are certainly ‘external’ to the organism 

itself. However, I maintain that this objection, that of being insufficiently intrinsic, is not 

a strong one. The etiological account, or at least Millikan’s formulation of it, applies 

because the entity in question is a reproduction of some other entity.134 Plausibly, by 

speaking of the entity as a copy, the etiological approach is identifying or establishing a 

kind to which the entity in question belongs. Given the commitments I endorse below, I 

do not think that a Footean position can reject the kind to which an entity belongs—as 

presumably species are such kinds—as being insufficiently intrinsic to serve as the basis 

                                                           
131 NG 32. 
132 Jay Odenbaugh, “Nothing in Ethics Makes Sense Except in Light of Evolution? Natural Goodness, 
Normativity, and Naturalism,” Synthese 194, no. 4 (2017), 1041-2. DOI: 10.1007/s11229-015-0675-7.  As 
Odenbaugh correctly recognizes, it is not clear that such a practice is an adaptation, and I raise it here only 
as a hypothetical example. 
133 Parisa Moosavi. “Natural Goodness and Biological Goodness” (presentation, 2018 Eastern Division 
Meeting of the American Philosophy Association, Savannah, GA, January 6, 2018). 
134 Ruth Millikan, White Queen Psychology and Other Essays for Alice, 14. 
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for morality.135 I do, however, take Foot at her word that she is not speaking to a past 

history but is instead interested in the species as it currently stands, and that the history of 

an organism’s ancestors is inadequate for the purposes of establishing an organism’s 

natural goodness.136 

3.2.2 Footean Functions as Different from Causal Role Functions 
 In light of the shortcomings of the etiological approaches to functions, one might 

be tempted to turn to what is generally considered its closest rival: a causal role account 

of functions. I take the work of Robert Cummins to be an exemplar of this perspective.137 

The causal role functions approach attempts to understand accounts of functions as 

accounts of how something has a given complex capacity by describing how various 

parts operate together to produce that capacity.138  

 One standard objection to explaining functions in terms of causal roles is that this 

approach cannot account for malfunctions.139 This is so because causal role functional 

explanations are accounts of how an entity possesses some capacity—if there is no 

capacity to be explained, then there are no causal functional explanations. Many thinkers 

                                                           
135 There may well be some kinds to which an entity belongs that are irrelevant to evaluations of natural 
goodness or morality, and I address this possibility in more detail in Chapter 4.  
136 Presumably, as Foot believes that species do change over time, she would also maintain that past history 
can play a role in how those species change.  
137 Most prominently, see Robert Cummins, "Functional Analysis," The Journal of Philosophy 72, no. 20 
(1975): 741-65, DOI:10.2307/2024640. 
138 For summaries and comparisons of this view to the etiological approach, see Paul Griffiths, “Functional 
Analysis and Proper Functions,” The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 44, no. 3 (1993), 
DOI:10.1093/bjps/44.3.40 as well as Peter Godfrey-Smith, “Functions: Consensus Without Unity,” Pacific 
Philosophical Quarterly 74, no. 3 (1993): 196-208, DOI: 10.1111/j.1468-0114.1993.tb00358.x. 
139 Robert Cummins and Martin Roth, “Traits Have Not Evolved to Function the Way They Do Because of 
a Past Advantage” in Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Biology, ed. Ayala, Francisco J., and Arp, 
Robert (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2009), 83. 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=470197. I would note that Roth and Cummins assert 
that it is plausible to speak of functions as normative. However, they focus on such normativity as 
instrumental, as we might say that from my point of view my car is malfunctioning when it won’t start and 
that this is a malfunction just because it thwarts some interest that I have in using that car to get to work.  
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take this to be a problem for causal role functions as we generally do maintain that an 

entity can have some function that it is “supposed to” be fulfilling that it is not presently 

fulfilling, such as a lung that is not currently able to bring in air. Interestingly, however, 

defenders of this account of functions are often willing to accept this cost and understand 

these instances of “what we generally think” as a kind of folk teleology.140 In any case, as 

a Footean account must maintain a function/malfunction distinction, it stands as a 

substantive reason to reject causal role functions as a basis for Footean functions. 

A further reason to reject causal role functions is that such an approach cannot 

provide a distinction between function and accidents. Cummins and Roth respond to the 

objection that “systemic accounts cannot pick out the function of the heart from all the 

other things hearts do” with the following response: “We agree: it cannot. And we think 

this is as it should be. The idea that the heart is for something in particular is, we think, a 

vestige of an unscientific teleology.”141 Causal role functions are concerned with how a 

system achieves some end. But seemingly any effect of the system might be taken as an 

end from a certain point of view. In the case of the heart given above, the noises it makes 

contribute to its medical analysis. From the perspective of the causal role account, a 

functional/accident distinction can be drawn only with respect to some externally 

supplied interest and never with respect to just what the entity itself is.  

                                                           
140Robert Cummins, “Neo-Teleology” in Functions, New Essays in the Philosophy of Psychology and 
Biology, ed. Andre Ariew, Robert Cummins, and Mark Perlman (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002), 157-172. 
141 Robert Cummins and Martin Roth, “Traits Have Not Evolved to Function the Way They Do Because of 
a Past Advantage” in Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Biology, ed. Ayala, Francisco J., and Arp, 
Rober (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2009), 75. 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=470197. 
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3.3 A Proposed Notion of Function 

3.3.1 Characteristic and Kinds 
3.3.1.1 The Examples 
 One difficulty facing a Footean account is in distinguishing between function and 

accident, and this difficulty is particularly notable when dealing with traits that contribute 

to achieving the work of the entity. I would like to begin by cataloging some previously 

raised examples that highlight this distinction.142   

E1.) A particular wolf’s stomach rumbling results in a predator being scared away. 

(Woodfield and FitzPatrick) 

E2.) Sea turtles regularly make use of their tails to defend their young, despite this use 

having no role in the evolutionary selection process leading to the turtle coming to have 

such a tail.  (FitzPatrick) 

E3.) A type of tree has branches that are perfect for a certain type of bird to nest in, but 

those birds in no way benefit the tree or promote its own survival and reproduction. (Lott) 

E4.) A type of tree has branches that are perfect for a certain type of bird to nest in, and 

those birds provide some symbiotic benefit to that tree. (Lott) 

E5.) A particular tiger’s face reminds a hunter of his mother, resulting in that hunter not 

killing the tiger. (Lott) 

The plausibly agreeable conclusions that the various authors considered above, both those 

in support of Foot and those not, are that E1, E3, and E5 should be seen as accidental 

contributions and not functions, while E2 and E4 should be understood as describing 

                                                           
142 I provide in Chapter 2 citation information and context for each of the author’s discussion of these 
examples. 
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functions and not accidents. Of these, I begin by addressing E4 as compared to E3. I 

think, as Lott does in his use of this example, that if the birds do provide some kind of 

benefit to the tree in helping it attain its work of reproduction and survival then it is 

plausible that the qualities of those branches that promote the birds being there do have 

functions. The sense of contribution regarding the birds is not the one that we are 

interested in here, but rather the contribution to the work of an organism itself, i.e. the 

contribution to the tree’s work. In E4 there is such a contribution, while in E3 there is not.  

 Seemingly, this consideration must arise for any natural-historical statement that 

does not relate to how the organism achieves its own work. Any trait might serve to 

further some end or contribute to some interest. In that sense, any given trait might be 

said to have any sort of function, and in this way there would be no meaningful 

function/accident distinction. Even if such a scenario does not admit of a wholly arbitrary 

assignment of functions, it still is clearly not appropriate for Foot’s scheme—there are 

various traits that might serve an external interest but are not part of how an organism 

achieves its own work. 

 The difference in the cases of E3 and E4 could be parsed in terms of whether or 

not there was a contribution to the work of the organism in question. As I contended in 

raising question about “need” above, such contributions could themselves be accidental. 

Both E1 and E5 provide clear cases in which this seems to be the case—the tiger’s face 

surely cannot be said to have a function of evoking sympathy in potential human 

predators, and the wolf’s rumbling stomach must likewise surely be understood as 

scaring off the predator only by a happy accident. Consequently, a Footean account is 

obligated to show some way of distinguishing functional contributions from these 
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accidental contributions. I contend that the best way of doing so relies on speaking about 

kinds.  

In the case of a tiger’s face that reminds a hunter of his mother, which I have 

labeled E5 above, Lott conspicuously switches to an example of an individual tiger in 

attempting to show that the Footean position could plausibly provide for a 

function/accident distinction. Relatedly, each of the two remaining cases that are deemed 

accidents regard particulars and not kinds. This can be readily seen if one considers: 

E1A.) A kind of wolf has a stomach whose rumbling scares away potential predators. 

and 

E5A.) A kind of tiger has a face that reminds hunters of their mothers, resulting in those 

hunters not killing these tigers. 

I want to say that in looking at these statements, they do seem to be functional statements 

and would be perfectly suited for use as Aristotelian categoricals. The presence or 

absence of these traits in the appropriate kinds looks to me to be an appropriate basis for 

evaluations of that organism. Consequently, what makes something a function as opposed 

to an accidental contribution is in some way tied to kinds. 

3.3.1.2 Typical vs Characteristic 
 It might be tempting, then, to assert that any claim about a kind and the way 

entities of that kind achieve their work constitutes a claim about functions. While I think 

such an account is basically right, it needs clarification. In particular, if “kind” is 

interpreted in the wrong way, then it is possible that such judgments might be describing 
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something typical of a species, and such judgments of typicality might still describe 

accidental contributions.  

 The difficulty lies in the possibility that a substantial portion of a set of organisms 

benefit from some accidental contribution to their work. For example, suppose that in a 

given year by pure chance it happens that nearly every tiger avoided being killed by 

human hunters because their faces reminded those hunters of their families. Such a series 

of events would still qualify as the sort of “statistical normality”143 that Foot rejects in 

considering natural goodness, and if one tiger possessed a face that did not result in such 

protection, this unfortunate tiger’s face should still be seen as a peculiarity and not a 

defect.144 

 The circumstance above involves only a statistical trend and not a genuine 

function. It deals with something that is accidentally true of some tigers. What is needed 

in order to avoid the possibility of accident here is a claim not about some set of tigers 

but instead about the kind to which those tigers belong as tigers. In speaking about tigers 

as a kind, we would here be speaking about what is characteristic of tigers as instances of 

their kind, and it is here that I think the sort of function that Foot needs can be found.  

3.3.1.3 Blackman and the Characteristic Requirement 
 This requirement of being characteristic arises in another related consideration. In 

Blackman’s example, he considers uncharacteristic virtues in the evaluation of organisms 

and raises the possibility of a deer that lacks swiftness and instead eludes predators by 

                                                           
143 NG 33. 
144 NG 30. I would note that while I am retaining her language, my claims here go past Foot’s in that she 
applies such a delineation here only between things that do and do not contribute to the work of such an 
organism. 
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means of camouflage. Blackman concludes from this example that a Footean is obligated 

to find this deer defective, and that such a view speaks heavily against Foot’s account of 

natural goodness. 

 I agree with Blackman’s assertion that a Footean must find this deer to be 

defective—there is no good reason for a Footean to reject an inference from “deer are 

swift” and “this deer is not swift” to “this is a bad deer.”  However, it counts as a mark 

against Foot’s thought only if Blackman is right that there is “no reason for thinking that 

deviance in the characteristic or typical means taken to achieve the end is either a bad-

making feature of an S’s life or of an s itself.”145 Consequently, a Footean must maintain 

that being characteristic does matter in the evaluation of an organism. 

 I have given above two reasons why according to Foot’s approach one must think 

that being characteristic matters as far as statements of what a thing’s function are 

concerned. Being characteristic provides a way of making sense of the various thought 

experiments regarding functional and accidental contributions, and Blackman’s objection 

highlights its importance. But these considerations don’t make clear just how being 

characteristic is involved in functioning, or how being characteristic is different from 

being merely typical. Instead, what it does is to point out that somehow, the kind to 

which an organism belongs and what is characteristic of that kind are central to Foot’s 

position. Consequently, I defend the following claim: Footean function statements regard 

kinds, and specifically processes that are a part of what it means to belong to that kind. 

                                                           
145Reid Blackman, “Cultural Kindism: What It Is and Why We Should Endorse It,” PhD Diss., The 
University of Texas at Austin,2008, 
https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/bitstream/handle/2152/18224/blackmanr41186.pdf, 102. 
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My contention is that Footean functions depend on kinds. I elucidate this assertion 

in several steps. First, I make some general remarks about what I take kinds to be, 

especially in light of the consideration that species are a type of kind. Second, I present 

the claims that at least some kinds can be better instantiated or worse instantiated by 

particulars, and that in at least some of these cases such considerations ground 

evaluations of those particulars. Third, I assert that there plausibly are kinds that involve 

processes, and that in at least some such cases, the parts of the “story” given by such 

processes spell out the functions of the parts or traits of the entity in question. 

3.3.2 An Account of Kinds 
3.3.2.1 Kinds Generally 
 The kind that is of interest to my project is species, although I maintain that some 

of the things I have to say about species are more generally applicable as well. I remain 

largely agnostic about many metaphysical positions regarding kinds as I proceed. For 

example, I do not take a position regarding whether kinds must be acausal. I do, however, 

address a concern regarding whether kinds change over time. What I presently need from 

kinds is that they can be multiply instantiated and that they are capable of grounding 

evaluations in some cases. I elaborate the first of these points below and address the 

second in section 3.2.3. 

 Insofar as they are multiply instantiable, kinds are not identifiable with a 

particular set of entities.  Such an identification would open up the possibility of typical 

but accidental benefits, as described above in the improbable example of a large number 

of tigers being saved from hunters by the resemblance of their faces. Additionally, as 

Linda Wetzel notes, this would have the seemingly absurd consequence that the demise 
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of any given organism would change the species, and for the sense of “species” intended 

here that is not plausible.146 

3.3.2.2 Kinds as Including Processes 
 However, many entities can belong to kinds that in no way involve those entities 

having functions. For example, numbers or elements plausibly belong to kinds and their 

doing so does not entail that they have functions. Functions exist because some of these 

kinds involve processes. It might be that some kinds just are kinds of processes, such as 

dancing and glycolysis, but I do not maintain that types of processes are exhaustive of 

those kinds that can specify functions. I contend that there also can be entities such as 

engines and organisms where part of the relevant kind is a certain story of how things go.  

My contention is that functions just are given by these instances of some “story” 

involving what an entity is. Foot suggests this point when she asserts that “[w]hat is 

crucial to all teleological propositions is the expectation of an answer to the question 

“What part does it play in the life cycle of things of the species S?”147 In this sense, the 

function of a thing is just this part that it plays, not in the actual history of the particular 

entity, but instead in the process as spelled out by its kind. Not all parts of this story must 

be wholly fixed, and certainly a process can have multiple ways of being achieved, but 

this complication can be readily understood by models such as flowcharts. The wolf 

might scare away predators with a snarl, or be able to combat them with its teeth, and 

both of its snarl and its teeth can comfortably have functional roles promoting its work 

just because both are spelled out as processes in the wolf’s kind. However, no matter how 

                                                           
146 Linda Wetzel, “Types and Tokens,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Stanford University, 28 Apr. 
2006, plato.stanford.edu/entries/types-tokens/#WhaTyp. 
147 NG 31-2. Foot also uses the word “story” to describe these life-cycles on NG 28, 43, 46, and 51. 
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frequently it occurs, so long as the rumbling of the stomach is not spelled out as a part of 

how wolves achieve their work it will not be any part of the story of what it is to be a 

wolf. 

3.3.2.3 Purposiveness, Evaluation, and Kinds 
Having briefly described kinds above, I now turn to the question of how these 

kinds might be involved in evaluation. Cummins and Roth contend that when their 

detractors speak about the functioning and malfunctioning of some particular entity, those 

detractors often conflate a particular token with the type to which it belongs. In contrast, 

Cummins and Roth assert that while the type, eyes, could be said to have the function of 

seeing, the particular eyes of a blind individual could not.148 While they are correct that 

one can make fallacious inferences regarding types and tokens, it is also true that there 

are instances where a type can be pertinent to an evaluation regarding some particular 

token. I contend that this evaluative relationship exists in the case of some kinds such that 

given tokens can instantiate their kind in a better or worse way.149 

As above, I remain agnostic regarding many of the finer metaphysical issues 

about what this goodness of a kind entails. I think that there are multiple possibilities 

available for such an understanding, though some require qualification. For example, one 

might consider a kind as being a sort of paradigm, where being more like that defining 

exemplar is to be a better member of that kind. Such an approach must be limited, at the 

                                                           
148 Robert Cummins and Martin Roth, “Traits Have Not Evolved to Function the Way They Do Because of 
a Past Advantage” in Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Biology, ed. Ayala, Francisco J., and Arp, 
Rober (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2009), 79. 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=470197. 
149 Peter McLaughlin considers this approach as a candidate way of understanding functional normativity. 
See Peter McLaughlin, “Functions and Norms,” in Functions in Biological and Artificial Worlds, ed. Ulrich 
Krohs and Peter Kroes (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2009), 100-1. 
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very least, in that it relies on a list of resemblances to some ideal. Plausibly, that ideal 

might include various traits that have “no part to play” in the life of the organism in 

question, such as the blue spot on a tit’s head. Consequently, such an approach would 

have to maintain that the so-called “central point” way of thinking applies only to some 

traits—specifically those that are connected with the purposiveness discussed below. 

                Another familiar approach has a similar restriction.  We sometimes make 

claims that a given entity can belong more or less to a kind based on its fulfilling the 

criteria of such a kind. For example, we might say that the certified expert performing my 

surgery who has admirable skill is very much a doctor, while the uncertified stranger 

performing that same surgery in his backyard with broken glass is barely a doctor at all, 

and the dull knife is barely a knife at all. Some might say that there can come a point 

where the knife is no longer meaningfully a knife. But that approach will not work in the 

case of species. Seemingly, one of the things we want from such considerations is that 

they “stick” in the case of moral evaluations. It seems like a strange moral philosophy 

where a human being can be so immoral as to be no longer human and consequently be 

set outside such judgment. 

As Foot correctly notes, not all kinds can provide the grounds for such 

evaluations. Foot asserts that there are entities that are by our common language “of a 

kind” but do not readily admit of such evaluations. She maintains that “it is only where 

the activity has a point that we can speak of a good ‒er or a bad; there are no good foot-

wagglers or tree-touchers because nothing counts as doing these things well.”150 I 

                                                           
150 GC 144. 
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understand this claim in the following way: the evaluations described above are 

appropriate only when the process spelled out in the kind has some sort of purposiveness 

to it.151 

This reading poses two questions. First, should we then say that there are only 

functions when the larger system is marked by such purposiveness? There are certainly 

reasons to think so. If we maintain that functions are always evaluative, and that they can 

be evaluative only if they are speaking of a kind that has such purposiveness, then it 

would follow that we can only speak of a process as being a function if it is marked by 

such purposiveness. However, this argument depends on accepting the initial claim that 

all functions are evaluative. Generally, as the desideratum of maintaining a 

function/malfunction distinction indicates, I think this claim is acceptable. Foot provides 

some further commitment to this position in asserting that, as referenced in Chapter 1, 

“[w]here a thing has a function the primary (but by no means necessarily the only) 

criterion for the goodness of that thing will be that it fulfils its function well.”152 I am 

somewhat reluctant to accept this conclusion, as it seems to me plausible that there can be 

an absurd or pointless type of machine where the parts of that machine none the less had 

functions contributing to its ultimate work, however purposeless such an achievement 

might be. It appears that even in her examples of tree-touching and foot-waggling, one 

might imagine functional steps toward the ends of achieving waggling or tree-touching. 

However, at least if one wishes to retain Foot’s positions in “Goodness and Choice,” I 

                                                           
151 Foot endorses something like this view in an interview. Though she there speaks of “interests,” I 
preference “purposiveness” as interests might imply mental states. Rick Lewis, “Interview: Philippa Foot,” 
Philosophy Now, May/June 2003, https://philosophynow.org/issues/41/Philippa_Foot. 
152 GC 135. 
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think that she is committed to such a position, and ought to term as functions only those 

processes belonging to a kind with such purposiveness. 

Secondly, is this purposiveness the same as what I have called the work of a 

whole entity? Problematically, I do not take “work” and this sort of purposiveness to be 

synonymous. I have, in the first chapter, defined work as the end belonging to a whole 

system. I think that this is the sort of thing that can be spelled out in the model I have 

provided—it is what the process as a whole accomplishes. However, such an outcome 

can itself be purposeless or pointless. One such case is Foot’s example of the foot-

waggler, in which the exercise does involve a process that can have a successful 

completion but remains purposeless. I certainly do maintain this purpose to be an obscure 

matter. However, as it plays a major role in describing these evaluations, I provide what I 

can below.  

One way that such purposiveness can be established is by subjective interest of 

some kind, and this way seems to be what thinkers such as Cummins have in mind in 

fixing a function/accident distinction to a point of view. However, Foot denies that this 

sort of subjective interest establishes purposiveness in her conception of natural 

goodness, as she explicitly takes instances of natural goodness as counterexamples to 

expressivism.153 

 I suspect that the best account of such purposiveness available to Foot relies on a 

seemingly unique capacity of life mentioned above—the idea that living things can have 

needs in a way that non-living things cannot. To clarify this point, I rely on a reading of 

                                                           
153 NG 5, 25. 
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Aristotle by Jennifer Whiting. In it, she makes use of Aristotle’s two senses of “for the 

sake of” in De Anima: one that is an instrumental sense, as in bringing about some end, 

and a second sense that relies on some beneficiary, which I follow her in terming a 

“beneficial” sense.154  Whiting further contends that the capacity to be such a beneficiary 

seems to belong only to living things.  

This distinction maps well onto two senses of the idea of need. With regard to 

especially important benefits, living things can have needs in a way that non-living things 

cannot. This is not to say that such needs are strictly the necessary conditions of the 

organism’s continued existence. That sort of need is by no means unique to living 

things—in Foot’s example, a river has processes that ensure its perpetuation, and it is not 

hard to imagine artifacts that have self-maintenance as a part of their work. That sense of 

“need” instead corresponds to the instrumental sense of “need” in that it is what is 

instrumentally required for some end.  

Below, I show how the instrumental sense maps on to many of the uses of “need” 

that Foot employs. Here, I want to focus on an important quality of this beneficial sense: 

it has a capacity to provide a “point” such that the human achieving its work is not like 

the foot-waggler mentioned above. Foot frequently borrows Anscombe’s phrase in 

speaking of a good that “hangs”155 on the Aristotelian categoricals holding true of given 

                                                           
154 Jennifer Whiting, “Aristotle’s Function Argument: A Defense,” Ancient Philosophy 8, no. 1 (1988): 35 
DOI: 10.5840/ancientphil19888119. See also Monte Ransome Johnson, Aristotle on Teleology, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 65-80. Whiting defends the interpretation that Aristotle restricted this 
beneficiary status to living things on the basis of Aristotle’s comment in Nichomachean Ethics 1155b29-31 
that we don’t believe people generally wish good things for their wine for its own sake, but rather for their 
own enjoyment, whereas one can wish some benefit for a friend’s sake. Johnson defends the same 
restriction by appeal to commentators such as Philoponus. For the relevant passages of De Anima, see 
415b20-21.  
155 NG 15, 17, 24, 35, 45-6, 50. 
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organisms, and I maintain that this good is not simply that some work is attained, as that 

might involve a completed but meaningless process. Neither are these processes 

meaningful just because entity perceives some interest in their outcome. Instead, the 

processes that are spelled out by the organism’s species have purpose because of this 

special capacity of living things to be the beneficiary of some natural good. 

However, as I said above, there remain puzzles regarding this quality of being a 

beneficiary. First, I remain unsure of just why it is that living things have this capacity, 

and why it belongs to them exclusively. Second, the relationship between the fulfillment 

of an organism’s work and benefit to that organism remains a point of obscurity. Despite 

these areas of difficulty and, in terms of my aim of understanding, dissatisfaction, I 

remain confident that my account succeeds in answering the desiderata enumerated 

above.  

3.3.3 How this Approach Satisfies the Desiderata 
3.3.3.1 Intrinsic 
 The account I have provided is certainly one in which functions can be said to be 

primary, natural, or intrinsic to the organism in question. It is so just in that it understands 

functions as being given by the kind of the organism. However, the relevant kind, that is, 

species, must in turn be intrinsic to the organism in order for the approach I describe here 

to work. Some thinkers argue that species is not intrinsic because it involves multiple 

other organisms besides the one being evaluated.156 Such an approach mistakes a species 

for the group of other organisms constituting that species. Even if, in order to know what 

the work and characteristic way of achieving that work of an organism is, one needed to 

                                                           
156 Parisa Moosavi. “Natural Goodness and Biological Goodness” (presentation, 2018 Eastern Division 
Meeting of the American Philosophy Association, Savannah, GA, January 6, 2018). 
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investigate other similar organisms, this would only mean that the other organisms were 

involved in discovering what that species that they had in common was, not that the 

species was somehow determined by those other organisms. I return in the fourth chapter 

of this dissertation to the question of how a kind might be intrinsic to an organism, where 

I offer an understanding of how one such kind might be primary. For the time being, I 

take it as saying enough to understand that these functions are intrinsic, natural, and 

primary in as much as the kind in question is natural to, intrinsic to, and primary to the 

organism in question.  

 There is a second way in which the approach I have outlined above is intrinsic to 

an organism: in having its purposiveness answer to the unique quality of having needs 

that belong to living things. Unlike a multitude of other functional cases that answer to 

some other entity’s interest in order to be purposive,157 in the case of living things the 

purposiveness is provided by the entity itself. In this way Foot’s use of the adjective 

“autonomous” can likewise be understood.158  

3.3.3.2 Function/Accident and Characteristic 
 Such an account of functions also provides a way of understanding the 

function/accident distinction and does so through the idea of being characteristic. I can 

now say more exactly just what I mean by this requirement. First, “characteristic” should 

not be taken as what is true of the majority of the organism. Instead, it is what defines the 

                                                           
157 It is worth noting that such interest can be taken as a typical interest as well, in the way that we would 
assume that someone who wanted a pen wanted it for the sake of writing and not to press a small button on 
an electronic device. See GC 144-5. 
158 I am somewhat hesitant to say that such functions are consequently likewise intrinsic or autonomous to 
the organism in question, largely because of my earlier hesitation to commit to the reading of Foot that 
functions require such a larger system of purposiveness. However, as I believe Foot is committed to such a 
position, the extension of these claims beyond simply goodness to function would seem warranted.  
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organism. For any given trait’s contribution to the work of the organism, it either is or is 

not part of the story spelled out in what it means to be a member of that species. Where it 

is so, it will be a functional contribution, and where it is not, it will be a merely accidental 

one. 

I can now specify exactly why Blackman’s camouflaging deer lacks natural 

goodness even though it achieves its work. Being a deer involves not only being an 

organism that achieves a set of ends. It also involves achieving those ends in a particular 

way. While there might be no failing of the goods generally brought about by those 

means, i.e. the camouflaging deer still survives the threat of predators, it fails to do so as 

a deer. In Foot’s schema, we are not evaluating the organism as a surviving thing or an 

avoider-of-predators. We are instead evaluating it just as a deer, and part of being a deer 

is being swift. Its camouflage might help it to attain that end, but it is only an accidental 

contribution. 

3.3.3.3 Function/Malfunction 
 The approach I have described can explain a function/malfunction distinction in 

much the same way as any evaluation on the basis of kind can identify an entity as 

meeting or failing to meet the standards belonging to such a kind. Above, I asserted that 

approaches such as Cummins’ have difficulty doing this in a way that matches our pre-

philosophical intuitions because they emphasize explaining something that some part of 

an entity is doing. The difficulty arises in that some types of malfunctioning involve an 

entity not doing something that its function suggests it should be doing. While there are 

some attempts on behalf of the causal role approach to resolve this problem by appeal to 

the consequences of an entity fulfilling its function or failing to do so, my above 
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discussion of the requirement of being characteristic stresses that simply being involved 

in bringing about a desired end does not exhaust the kind of normativity required of 

functions. Consequently, appeals the achievement of some end cannot be adequate for 

resolving this difficulty. Instead, the right way of understanding malfunctioning must 

appeal to something other than just what is materially happening at some particular point 

in time. 

The etiological approach appeals to past history, but for reasons already discussed 

it is not appropriate for a Footean approach. In an appeal to kind, there exists some 

standard of how the entity should be, and its falling short of those standards provides 

grounds for it to be seen as a bad instance of that kind. In the case of malfunctioning, it is 

exactly in the “story” of how that entity goes about enacting a given process that 

something fails to be “as is should be.”  

3.3.3.4 Need and Necessity 
 Above, I distinguished two senses of “need.” I want to be clear that when Foot 

speaks of “need” in the various ways that correspond to functioning, she is using what I 

have above called the instrumental sense of need. In her example of monkeys needing to 

groom each other, it is not the case that such grooming is itself some crucial benefit 

obtained by the monkeys doing so, and likewise when she speaks of “necessity” as that 

on which the good hangs she has in mind an instrumental sense.159 However, as is 

evident in the example of Blackman’s camouflaging deer, the necessity at play here is not 

a logical necessity—it is not the case that the deer’s escape from predators is impossible 

                                                           
159 NG 15, 35. 
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if it lacks swiftness. Instead, swiftness is necessary in order for it to escape predators in 

the way characteristic of a deer.  

Consequently, while the necessity at work here is of an instrumental sort, it is not 

merely instrumental, i.e. it is not solely concerned with bringing about some outcome, but 

instead with being of a sort that will bring about that outcome in a specified way. Just as I 

above tied the evaluation of the camouflaging deer to its being a deer, I here understand 

Foot’s assertion that the deer needs to be swift, not to achieve the work of its kind, but 

instead as a precondition of achieving that work as a deer. In this sense, my reading does 

not erroneously claim that a deer can only attain its work of survival and reproduce by 

being swift, but still maintains that an organism has needs that are relevant to its 

evaluation. In understanding a beneficiary sense of “need,” my reading also provides for 

a sense of “need” that is truly unique to living things, in contrast to the instrumental sense 

of “need” that is not unique to organisms. I can comfortably say that my mechanical 

pencil needs graphite to write as a pencil, even if I could perhaps smudge out a word 

using a dirty eraser. In light of this example, one might therefore inquire if I have 

undermined Foot’s commitment to a unique status belonging to living things. I address 

this concern next.  

3.4 Possible Objections 

3.4.1 The Non-Unique Logic of Life 
 One possible objection to the account I have proposed here is that it undermines 

the claim that there is a unique logic belonging to judgments regarding living organisms. 

The special logic of judgments about life is central to Thompson’s position, and Foot has 

made heavy use of his work. My position above suggests that these judgments are not so 

unique in form. If what is relevant to these evaluations is just that they speak to some 
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kind that involves a process and has some purpose or point, then there is no reason why 

artifacts and techniques might not partake of the same basic structure. I argue here that it 

is possible for a Footean who adopts the position regarding functions that I have 

described above to be largely consistent. I do not contend that there is nothing special 

about these evaluations regarding life, as such a position would indeed be incompatible 

with Foot’s, but instead that what is special about these evaluations is not the structure of 

their derivation. Instead, evaluations of natural goodness might be different either in the 

way that a kind belongs to an entity or in the sort of purposiveness involved, both of 

which I elaborate below. 

 Foot is aware of the similarities that exist between the way we speak of organisms 

and the way we speak of artifacts but maintains that the natural goodness in question 

belongs exclusively to living entities. She establishes this in asserting that there would be 

no primary goodness on a barren planet, and that rocks, storms, and even self-

perpetuating systems like rivers do not admit of this natural goodness.160 Foot is explicit 

in maintaining that evaluations of natural goodness have a “special grammar” or “special 

logical form.”161 This special grammar or logical form cannot be that of Thompson’s 

logically-unquantifiable natural-historical judgments or their capacity to generate 

evaluations when the trait described has some part to play, because such claims extend as 

comfortably to artifacts and techniques. Consequently, what is special about the logical 

form of such evaluations is not that they involve an entity belonging to a kind where that 

                                                           
160 NG 27. 
161 NG 26, 27. 
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kind involves having some work, a process by which it does so, and a quality of 

purposiveness. 

I will attempt to provide an account of another way Foot phrases the uniqueness 

of natural goodness when she asks: “What is it about living things that allows us to 

attribute goodness to them in this special way?”162 I believe that there are two plausible 

ways in which this attribution of goodness might be special. First, it is possible that some 

entities belong to a given kind in a way that is more or less natural or intrinsic, and that 

living things belong to their species in a highly natural or intrinsic way. However, I am 

unsure if such an approach is successful in all cases. Am I a human being in a different 

way than my Subaru is a car or in a different way than the Susquehanna is a river? 

Perhaps, but it is not immediately clear how this might be. I do maintain that a Footean is 

committed to some version of this position, though I reserve a full defense of this claim 

until the fourth chapter. For now, I note this problem only as a way that evaluations of 

natural goodness are unlike some other such judgments. 

 Second, and more relevantly here, I believe it is in the nature of how some 

entity’s functioning is purposive that evaluations of natural goodness are special. In 

having a purpose established by the needs of the organism itself, in the beneficiary sense 

of need described above, the goodness described in these evaluations is autonomous and 

intrinsic in a way that other evaluations are not. The purpose that is involved in these 

assessments is not grounded in a subjective interest or one that is external to the 

                                                           
162 NG 27. 
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organism. Consequently, I maintain that a Footean can accept the position I defend here 

without compromising the unique status of life in neo-Aristotelian thought. 

3.4.2 Changing Kinds 
 A second problem that emerges from my reading above is that a Footean is 

committed to a belief in kinds that change over time. Functions rely on kinds, and clearly 

species are the relevant kind for Foot’s evaluations of natural goodness. However, as 

successor organisms can evolve over time to employ different survival strategies, one 

might ask if the species itself changes along with these organisms.  While there are 

plausibly other ways of understanding how these changes interact with the species, Foot 

asserts that the species itself changes over time, though its relative stability still permits 

us to make true natural-historical judgments.163 There are two reasons that such a 

commitment to changing species might be seen as problematic. First, it might be 

maintained that since the species grounds judgments of natural goodness which in turn 

grounds moral judgments, the human nature in question here cannot be different things 

throughout time.164 People want morality to be something that endures. Even given that 

we are speaking here of extremely long amounts of time, and certainly, what is taken to 

be moral has changed drastically in much shorter periods, some might find that grounding 

morality in something fluid is objectionable. 

 A second objection to these changing kinds is just that some thinkers maintain 

that kinds are necessarily unchanging.165 If it is the case that kinds, as universals, are 

                                                           
163 NG 29, 92 
164 This problem might arise for readings of Foot that do not attribute such a strong role to kinds as well. 
165 While not a perfect example, as he speaks to essences rather than kinds, see David L. Hull, “On Human 
Nature,” PSA:  Proceedings of the Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of Science Association 1986, no. 2 
(1986): 3-13, DOI: 
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fundamentally unchanging, then seemingly what Foot’s theory describes here cannot be 

truly said to be a kind. However, a Footean might simply respond that what is involved in 

this case is something very much like a universal but not quite, specifically in that it 

might change over time. The objection would have to be that anything that can be 

multiply instantiated and natural must be unchanging. While such a position might have 

its adherents, it is by no means an obvious metaphysical principle and is certainly one 

that a Footean can simply disagree with.166 

3.4.3 Function versus Kind 
One might contend that the account I have given would problematize my claim in 

Chapter 1 that Foot was not endorsing a normativity of function, but instead a 

normativity of kind. Here, I have argued that the sort of normativity involved in functions 

is a subset of the sort of normativity involved in evaluations of kind. I want to make a 

delineation that will help to explain why there is an understanding of functional 

normativity worth rejecting. In Chapter 1, I was concerned with functional normativity 

just in that it involved achieving the end in question. We do sometimes speak of 

functional considerations in this way, specifically when we are concerned just with 

whether or not a thing “gets the job done.” It is wholly possible that my car breaks down 

in a flood, but that it floats in the river and carries me to the shelter I was hoping to drive 

to in the first place. There are two ways of speaking about the car’s functioning in this 

                                                           
10.1086/psaprocbienmeetp.1986.2.192787. Hull arguably touches on both objections raised above. For a 
response that similarly contends that there are more modest forms of essentialism available, see Jay 
Odenbaugh, “Nothing in Ethics Makes Sense Except in Light of Evolution? Natural Goodness, 
Normativity, and Naturalism,” Synthese 194, no. 4 (2017). DOI: 10.1007/s11229-015-0675-7. 
166 While I think such disagreement is viable, I am not convinced that such metaphysical disputes are so 
easily set aside. In fact, as I believe generally that neo-Aristotelian thought does take on some very serious 
metaphysical assumptions, I believe that there may well be a great deal more to be said on this matter. 
However, to do so properly would go beyond the scope of this work. 
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scenario: one would say that the car performed its function and the other would assert 

that the car did not. The functional goodness I rejected in Chapter 1 was of the former 

sort—the swiftest deer that falls victim to a trap has failed to achieve its end but is still 

not lacking natural goodness, and in this sense we sometimes speak of an account or 

interest as “merely functional,” as I did in describing a merely instrumental approach 

above.167 But the evaluation of an organism’s traits must be located in this second 

approach—whether or not I arrive at my destination, my car is surely broken and it is far 

from an exemplar of its kind. 

The sense of “merely functional” that corresponds to achieving an end still 

obtains, but it is in no way tied to the standards of the entity itself. In asking only “did the 

entity accomplish its work?” we neglect the possibility that it did, but only in an 

accidental way. The distinction between goodness of a kind and goodness of function that 

I was concerned with in Chapter 1 might then be parsed in terms of the following 

question: “Are we judging an entity on the basis of its work being accomplished, 

however this work is accomplished, or on the basis of it instantiating the right sort of 

kind?”  

Given the language spelled out earlier, I can say more—the traits of the car have 

contributed to the achievement of the work of the car, but only in an accidental way. In 

this respect, the car is similar to the camouflaging deer in Blackman’s example. The case 

                                                           
167 It is this same sense that Cummins has in mind in speaking of “functional equivalents,” though he goes 
further and maintains that it such a sense should cover the whole of the concept of functions. Robert 
Cummins, "Functional Analysis," The Journal of Philosophy 72, no. 20 (1975): 745, 
DOI:10.2307/2024640. Similarly, what I call here a merely functional account is appropriate for 
maintaining a function/form distinction, which he and Roth discuss. Robert Cummins and Martin Roth. 
“Traits Have Not Evolved to Function the Way They Do Because of a Past Advantage” in Contemporary 
Debates in Philosophy of Biology, ed. Ayala, Francisco J., and Arp, Rober (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 
Incorporated, 2009), 74. http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=470197. 
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of the swiftest deer mentioned above demonstrates the inverse case—in it we have an 

organism that fails to achieve its work through accident. In all of these cases, the ultimate 

achievement of the work of the entity in question is achieved or thwarted independently 

of the process spelled out in the entity’s kind. From a merely functional point of view, the 

car floating toward its destination and the camouflaging deer are perfectly examples of 

functioning, while the swiftest deer that is caught in a trap is not. However, that sense of 

functioning cannot distinguish between accidental and functional contributions to some 

work, and as such cannot be the sort of functioning that Foot has in mind.  

I take the account above to have answered the first of the three major questions 

posed to Foot’s position in the secondary literature. I have specified exactly what Foot 

must mean by “function” in a way that does not simply say that it is different from the 

etiological sense while being able to satisfy the desiderata set out at the beginning of this 

chapter. I have done so by appealing to the kind to which an entity belongs and the 

processes involved in belonging to that kind. However, as I discussed in Chapter 2, a 

given entity might plausibly instantiate multiple kinds. Consequently, in the next chapter, 

I advance this discussion of kinds by exploring the notion of primacy among kinds with 

respect to living organisms. 
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CHAPTER 4: WHY SPECIES IS THE BASIS FOR NATURAL GOODNESS 

4.1 The Problem 

In Chapter 1, I defended the thesis that Foot’s natural goodness is ultimately a 

goodness of a kind. In Chapter 3, I defended the further thesis that the kind in question—

species—provides the standard by which we decide what traits can serve as the basis for 

such evaluation in that it provides for her sense of functions. However, the fact that kinds 

have such an important role raises a further problem: presuming that an entity can belong 

to multiple kinds, which of these should we take into consideration in evaluating an 

entity’s natural goodness? 

It is this problem that Copp and Sobel as well as Lemos raise in asking why the 

goodness of organisms must be determined relative to species.168 An organism’s 

membership in a species seemingly entails membership in more general kinds; for 

instance, being a dog also entails being a mammal and an animal. Plausibly, the organism 

might be a member of a subset of its species as well, as a dog might be a boxer or a 

greyhound. Problematically, it might be the case that evaluating an entity as a member of 

several of these kinds yields conflicting results: Fido might be good as a pug but bad as a 

dog. Consequently, one might ask why it is that one should look to the species instead of 

to one these alternative kinds in establishing an organism’s natural goodness. I term kinds 

of the sort described here as hierarchically-related kinds, and I take the Footean position 

to be obligated to defend the claim that species holds a special place among such kinds. 

                                                           
168 David Copp and David Sobel, “Morality and Virtue: An Assessment of Some Recent Work in Virtue 
Ethics,” Ethics 114, no. 3 (2004): 536, DOI: 10.1086/382058. John Lemos, “Foot and Aristotle on Virtues 
and Flourishing,” Philosophia 35, no. 1 (2007): 54, DOI: 10.1007/s11406-007-9049-9. 
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However, as I noted in Chapter 2, the problem of determining which kind should 

serve as the basis for evaluating an organism is not simply a matter of locating the correct 

hierarchical level. An organism might also be seen as a member of other kinds. Such a 

concern is particularly acute in light of my assertion in Chapter 3 that these evaluations 

regarded an entity achieving its work in a characteristic way. As FitzPatrick has asserted 

that organisms should be understood as having work and a characteristic way of 

achieving it, his understanding of the biological account of a species would seemingly be 

a meaningful contender for how we should evaluate such organisms.  I answer these 

challenges in three steps. First, I outline what I take to be the best answers available to a 

Footean. Second, I apply these answers to the instances of subordinate, superordinate, 

and non-hierarchically-related kinds. Finally, I consider some of the approaches other 

neo-Aristotelian thinkers have taken to these problems. 

4.2 The Solutions 

4.2.1 The Question of Priority 
 As a preliminary, I would first note that the Footean position can exclude several 

candidate kinds on the grounds that they lack some part of the structure appropriate to the 

evaluations that Foot describes. What I term the “structure” of these kinds consists of the 

work to be attained, the characteristic way of attaining it, and the purposiveness answered 

by the characteristic attainment of that work. Consequently, the Footean position seems 

entitled to rule out kinds that do not entail any of those three traits. For example, a kind 

that did not entail such a story, such as hydrogen atom, would not be a plausible 

candidate as it would lack both some work and a characteristic way of attaining it. 

Likewise, Foot’s examples of a tree-toucher and a foot-waggler are inappropriate because 
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these kinds lack purposiveness.169 However, this way of ruling out candidate kinds is 

clearly a limited one, as very plausibly the Footean species is not the only kind that has 

these three structural components. For example, a riding horse has work of carrying a 

person to their destination, a story of how its features attain that end, and a purpose to the 

attainment of that end in that it makes travel much easier. However, evaluations of an 

animal as a riding horse are clearly not evaluations of its natural goodness. 

 In light of such other kinds, the question before a neo-Aristotelian cannot be 

simply a matter of which kinds might be excluded for lacking some element of Foot’s 

evaluative structure. Instead, in establishing which kinds ought to be considered viable 

for evaluations of natural goodness, the question must be “why is one kind better suited 

than another?” and ultimately “why is species the most qualified or only plausible kind?”  

In my previous chapter, I raised two ways in which such evaluations were intrinsic to an 

organism, and the two candidates I present here closely parallel those two. First, a kind 

might be better suited for evaluations of natural goodness than a competing kind because 

that kind describes what an entity is in a way that is comparatively more important than 

that of the competing kind. Going forward, I describe this justification as “ontological 

priority.” Second, a kind might be better suited because the purposiveness involved is 

better suited to evaluations of natural goodness. I refer to this justification as “priority in 

purpose.” 

4.2.2 Ontological Priority 
One preliminary way of understanding ontological priority among kinds might be 

that other kinds are head-bound while species is not.170 Membership in a kind like riding 

                                                           
169 GC 144. 
170 As I argue later in this chapter, I maintain that Foot does not believe that species are head-bound. 
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animal is not appropriate for natural goodness because riding animal is not a real kind but 

instead something like a nominal one. The organism’s membership in the kind, horse, on 

the other hand is not so trivial, as that kind might be thought to exist apart from our 

understanding.171  

However, such an account is incomplete. First, an appeal to ontological priority 

does not seem readily able to answer the concern regarding hierarchically-related kinds, 

as presumably the status of such kinds as real or nominal is the same as their 

superordinate and subordinate counterparts. Second, there seem to be traits that belong to 

an entity in a real or objective way but still do not define it. I have in mind here what 

might be called “accidents” in an Aristotelian system, but in raising such a concept I do 

not suggest that a Footean is committed to the whole of Aristotle’s metaphysical position 

on essences. Instead, I maintain that this commitment to be that species is the definition 

of an organism and has some kind of priority as an answer to “what is this” over other 

kinds to which it likewise belongs. 

Despite my hesitancy to take on metaphysical commitments beyond those needed, 

I can say a little more about what must be entailed in ontological priority. The central 

idea I have in mind is that the entity’s membership in other kinds would in this 

framework is asymmetrically dependent on its species membership. Thus, whatever other 

kinds the organism is a member of, it can belong to them only as an entity of the sort 

                                                           
171 For an example of this type of claim, see Gary Watson, "On the Primacy of Character," in Virtue Ethics: 
A Critical Reader, ed. Daniel Statman (Washington DC: Georgetown University Press, 1997), 67. I would 
note that Watson seems to equate being naturally of a kind with essentialism. 
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given by this species.172 I take this asymmetrical dependence relation to again play a role 

in the second way of defending this special status of species. 

4.2.3 Priority in Purpose 
 Another plausible way of defending this quality of being uniquely suited for such 

evaluations is to appeal to the purposiveness involved.173 Given the obscurity of the 

notion of purposiveness, it may be difficult to specify exactly what would make one sort 

of purpose prior to another. I maintain that Foot has provided such a way in her 

discussion of primary and secondary goodness: while secondary goodness refers to an 

entity as good with respect to another entity’s purposes as would be the case in describing 

a carrot as good to eat, primary goodness refers to the entity’s goodness with respect to 

the standards of its own life form.174 However, as I am here dealing with evaluations, 

kinds, and purposes, there might be a concern about how primacy of goodness can have 

anything to say about what sorts of purposes are prior and furthermore about how this can 

have anything to do with which kinds are better suited for evaluations of natural 

goodness. Ultimately, I want to claim that for Foot it is because the goodness involved is 

primary that the kind in question can yield evaluations of natural goodness, and that such 

goodness is primary because the purpose answered is primary. 

                                                           
172 Some metaphysical perspectives may contend that even superordinate and subordinate kinds are 
asymmetrically dependent in this way, and consequently ontological priority might be a wholly adequate 
answer to the question of why species should be prior. However, such a metaphysical assumption goes 
beyond what I am willing to presume on Foot’s behalf. 
173 It might be objected that purposes are better said to be involved in individual instances of evaluation and 
are no part of the kind. Thus, a working car on an island with no people might be thought to lack 
purposiveness. While she does seem to maintain that context might produce different standards of what the 
work of an entity is thought to be and what purposive permits its evaluation, I maintain that Foot thinks that 
in the case of kinds where some story is defining of what that entity is the purposiveness is involved at the 
level of a kind, as is evident in her discussion of the pen in GC 144. 
174 NG 26-7. 
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Seemingly, we might think of such a primary/secondary goodness distinction as 

expressing the ontological priority described above, that is, as kind of ontological 

primacy which would result in evaluations based on that kind being those of primary 

goodness. However, when Foot discusses primary goodness, especially in contrast to 

secondary goodness, she takes it to be primary in a different way. Primary goodness is 

what I have been calling natural goodness, while secondary goodness regards how other 

entities relate to the primary goodness of some other species.175 Foot is clear that 

secondary goodness is derivative of natural goodness and involves a form of 

dependency.176 Consequently, Foot’s natural goodness is autonomous in that it does not 

depend on some other form of goodness, and primary in that it does not require some 

other goodness to exist as secondary goodness does. 

 Interestingly, Foot appears to maintain that these varieties exhaust all possible 

forms of goodness. That is to say, there are no instances of goodness that are not either 

some organism’s natural goodness or a goodness dependent on some organism’s natural 

goodness. She maintains that part of the appeal of the expressivist position is that so 

many of the evaluations we make regard how well one entity satisfies the purposes of 

another, thus evidencing secondary goodness, and is clear that in the lifeless environment 

of Mars “there is no natural goodness, and even secondary goodness can be attributed to 

                                                           
175 While Foot explicitly specifies that the secondary goodness of a living organism regards another species, 
I can see no reason why it might not apply within a species. For example, the weakness of one bird might 
well result in another getting enough food and consequently becoming healthier and stronger. 
176 NG 27. 
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things on that planet only by relating them to our own lives, or to living things existing 

elsewhere.”177  

 The difference in these two types of goodness seems to be one of purpose. The 

difference between a horse being good as a horse as opposed to as a riding animal is that 

in the former case the purposiveness is independent and for itself while the later the 

purposiveness is rooted in the typical interests of human beings and, consequently, the 

human capacity to be a beneficiary. Though the purposiveness involved in the evaluation 

of a horse as a good riding animal depends on the purposiveness involved in human 

benefit, the converse is not true. The goodness of human beings does not depend upon the 

goodness of riding animals. I take this to evidence a kind of asymmetrical dependence 

relationship between all instances of secondary goodness and primary goodness. 

Consequently, those kinds are primary whose evaluation involves these primary or 

independent purposes, and they may consequently yield evaluations of primary, or 

natural, goodness. 

 Must a Footean be committed to both ontological priority and priority of purpose? 

Could accepting only one of these two be adequate for Foot’s larger project? I think in 

the case of ontological priority the answer must be a qualified “no.” As noted previously, 

such an approach has difficulty in accounting for the unique status of evaluations of 

living entities. On the other hand, priority in purpose seems to answer these concerns, as 

                                                           
177 NG 27. Such a position is a difficult one, as we do seemingly understand things as good or bad in 
relation to various subjective interests as well, even when those subjective interests contravene the 
attainment of any entity’s natural goodness, as might be the case in calling a scheme “a good plan for 
committing mass murder.” A Footean might respond by insisting either that such a use is not legitimately 
an instance of true goodness or by claiming that such subjective interests were interpretations of natural 
goodness, and thus could be incorrect while still remaining dependent on primary goodness. Despite the 
difficulties that follow from either of these responses, I do still maintain that Foot seems to be committed to 
this position. 
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detailed in the previous chapter, and appears much better able to stand alone. However, I 

maintain that while a commitment to priority in purpose without a commitment to the 

ontological priority of species might be plausible, it would still have to answer some 

difficult questions in the case of hierarchically-related kinds. The most apparent way of 

addressing these challenges would seem to be to argue that the capacity to be a 

beneficiary exists only inasmuch as an organism is a member of a species. However, I am 

unsure that such a claim is plausible. One possible objection is that it appears that the 

unique capacity to be such a beneficiary belongs to entities by virtue of their being living 

things, and that this kind, living thing, is superordinate to species. While I suspect that 

some neo-Aristotelians may still maintain this position, in light of such a difficulty I 

proceed under the opinion that a neo-Aristotelian position is strongest by making use of 

both sorts of priority. 

4.3 Applying these Solutions 

4.3.1 Hierarchically-Related Kinds 
 Considering these available answers to the question of why species should be the 

sole kind involved in evaluations of natural goodness, I want to explore how the Footean 

position might address the challenges provided above of both hierarchically-related and 

non-hierarchically-related kinds, beginning with those subordinate hierarchically-related 

kinds. I wish to make one point of clarification before proceeding, namely that Foot does 

not in fact reject the possibility of evaluating an organism as a member of at least some 

sub-group of its species. Foot is explicit that there are “special roles” within a species:  

[H]uman societies depend on especially talented individuals playing 
special roles in a society’s life. As some species of animals need a 
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lookout, or as herds of elephants need an old she-elephant to lead them to 
a watering hole, so human societies need leaders, explorers, and artists.178  

I take these roles to be a reasonable sort of subgroup for evaluation. As defended in the 

last chapter, Foot is here employing a sense of “need” that entails functioning.  An 

organism can be evaluated on the basis of its filling some special role within the species. 

 Foot does not maintain that she is evaluating these organisms as anything other 

than members of their species in so considering these subgroups, and one might inquire 

why this shift is permissible.  The best answer is because the special roles under 

consideration are defined by the species to which the organism belongs. Such an 

approach seems to match our intuitions about entities such as ants, wherein one would 

not find a worker that could not lay eggs to be defective in any way, but a queen without 

such an ability clearly would be found so. And yet, this is not because workers and 

queens are of a different species, but instead just because there are different parts to play 

in the story of that species. Foot is committed to the position that the story of a species 

can and must be fulfilled in multiple ways. 

 Similarly, one might readily recognize what Chrisoula Andreou called “multiple 

naturally sound types”179 as not requiring the existence of a subspecies. These were 

instances where an organism might develop in one of several ways, as in her hypothetical 

example of a “bleeker” that might be either near sighted or far sighted depending on what 

environmental factors it was exposed to early in life.180 Likewise, Andreou’s 

consideration of mixed naturally sound types should not be thought of as competing with 

                                                           
178 NG 44. 
179 Chrisoula Andreou, “Getting on in a Varied World,” Social Theory and Practice, 32:1 (2006): 65-6. 
DOI: 10.5840/soctheorpract20063213. Although I think the idea of mixed and multiple naturally sound 
types has intuitive plausibility, I am unsure if it doesn’t raise a multitude of metaphysical problems. 
180 Ibid., 66. 
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species. In this thought experiment, Andreou raised the possibility of organisms that 

might have varying degrees of a number of traits by which they attain their work. She 

employs the example of birds possessing varying degrees of maternal characteristics 

under different circumstances, but I think we might just as readily consider a species that 

employed both escape and violence as methods of protecting itself from predators.181 

Even if different organisms deployed those traits to different degrees in the same 

circumstances, those traits would be no less part of the story of how an organism of that 

species survives. The characteristic achievement of an organism’s work might be 

multiply-realizable, and consequently a species can incorporate various naturally sound 

types. 

 In light of these considerations regarding special roles as well as mixed and 

multiple naturally sound types, I contend that some kinds subordinate to species do not 

contend with species, as they are instead the way in which the story of the species is 

realized. However, in these examples the same kind still ultimately applies to the 

organisms in question. One might readily inquire about the status of sub-special kinds in 

which this is not the case. I have in mind here kinds such as biological subspecies. In 

these instances, organisms might have significantly different traits that they pass down 

but remain unified as a single species by virtue of their ability to produce offspring 

capable of reproduction through breeding between the groups. Seemingly, these instances 

would differ from those discussed above in that one entire subspecies might lack the traits 

                                                           
181 Andreou’s purpose in raising these examples is to contend that justice or any other human virtue might 
readily be one of several ways that a human can characteristically achieve their work, with immorality 
being another such naturally sound type. I take this concern to be one of how we can know that such 
possibilities as the naturally sound sociopath are prohibited by human nature, and so return to it in Chapter 
5. For my purposes here, it is enough to defend the possibility that Andreou assumes: that a variety of 
natural types can exist within a single species. 
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that serve a characteristic role in the other group’s attainment of their work, and yet both 

groups belong to the same species.  

Ultimately, I believe that the best answer available to Foot is that subspecies do 

not exist in her scheme; or rather that if they do, they deal with elements other than those 

involved in the story of the organisms involved.182 To expand on an earlier example, 

suppose a large population of blue tits lacked the typical blue spot, and due to 

interbreeding produced offspring that similarly lacked that spot. In such a case, I would 

contend that we might term the population of tits a subspecies, and yet the standards for 

their evaluation would be the same as those of the rest of the species.183 As that spot 

plays no part in the story of what it means to be a blue tit, that spot has no place in the 

story of what it means to be a member of that species in the sense that could permit 

evaluations.  

 I believe that the motivation for considering such an evaluative category comes 

from Foot’s word choice of “species” and the suggestion that it aligns with scientific 

taxonomy. Such a point is stressed by Copp and Sobel, who note that while Foot does 

make use of the term “species,” she is seemingly not concerned with biological 

species.184 The existence of kinds subordinate to species in the scientific schema should 

not be of immediate concern for the Footean.   

                                                           
182 Thus, when Foot speaks of “sub-species” at NG 29 she is clearly not speaking of a kind subordinate to 
the one that entails the story of how these organisms achieve their work, or what is called the neo-
Aristotelian species here. 
183 Lott considers the inverse case in his discussion of a group of tigers-like-organisms. There, he implies 
that whatever other similarities such creatures share with tigers, they would have their own standards for 
evaluation.  Micah Lott, “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 
3 (2012): 420-1, DOI: 10.5840/soctheorpract201238323. 
184 David Copp and David Sobel, “Morality and Virtue: An Assessment of Some Recent Work in Virtue 
Ethics,” Ethics 114, no. 3 (2004): 536-7, DOI: 10.1086/382058. In their review, they take this shift, 
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 Above, I ruled out some instances of kinds subordinate to species on the grounds 

that there were no differences among those kinds with respect to those qualities on which 

an organism could be evaluated. I maintain that some superordinate kinds are 

inappropriate as the basis for such evaluations in a similar way. As I asserted above, 

Foot’s evaluative schema has three requisite parts: work, a characteristic way of 

achieving that work, and a purpose that is answered by the work being achieved in its 

characteristic way. The pertinent question is how many of these are entailed in 

superordinate kinds. If a superordinate hierarchically-related kind lacks any of these three 

requisite parts, then it is inadequate as an alternative candidate.  

 For non-human organisms, the work seems to be the same: some variety of self-

maintenance and reproduction. While the work of a human being is unique and 

consequently might prove problematic for attempts to evaluate humans as animals, it also 

seemingly does include these goals. Plausibly, the purpose of such work being achieved 

in the characteristic way is in each case likewise provided by the organism’s capacity to 

be a beneficiary. However, the organisms certainly have different ways of achieving that 

work. In the previous chapters, I have defended the claim that such characteristic ways of 

achieving work are important. Consequently, I can firmly state that in cases where a kind 

lacks a “story” of how things are supposed to go, that kind is not appropriate for Footean 

evaluations of natural goodness. Whereas some groups subordinate to species are ruled 

                                                           
inasmuch as it is significant, to represent a further difficulty for Foot: if biological species is a different sort 
of thing than a life  
-cycle, what is the distinction between the two? As I clearly do think that the Footean view understands 
these as distinct, I am accountable for such a difference. At the very least, I think that the biological species 
has as its work the propagation of genetic code, while the sense of “species” that is equivalent to “life-
cycle” instead has reproduction and self-maintenance, though in the case of the human organism it includes 
other work as well.  
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out because there is no difference in the characteristic way of achieving the organism’s 

work, in these larger groups there will be no specification of such a characteristic way to 

begin with. 

 But are these larger kinds really lacking such a story? Kinds like mammal and 

bird do entail some things about how an organism’s work is accomplished, even if they 

do not specify that story in as much detail as a species does. Likewise, kinds like predator 

and herd animal exist specifically as descriptions of how these organisms attain their 

work. Perhaps the possibility of evaluating an organism in these ways would lead to 

absurdity: it might be the case that a whole kind lacked those traits characteristic of a 

superordinate kind and should consequently be found defective. For example, it might be 

said that every platypus is a bad mammal as they reproduce by laying eggs, and if 

mammal were the basis for evaluations of natural goodness each would be flawed. I 

doubt, however, that such an absurdity would have much force—we are often very 

willing to speak of characteristic flaws belonging to a species, as we do in speaking of a 

German shepherd’s characteristic back problems.185 Consequently, the difficulty posed 

by these larger kinds does not seem to be able to be dismissed by appealing to the 

structure of Foot’s evaluations. A Footean then must turn to either ontological priority or 

priority in purpose. 

 Priority in purpose seems to be a problematic answer here for reasons mentioned 

earlier—the capacity as beneficiary that provides such purpose is a feature of all living 

                                                           
185 These characteristic faults seem to pose a problem to Thomson’s approach, as they do seem to be 
appropriate as the basis for Aristotelian categoricals but do not seem to admit the inference of an evaluative 
statement regarding an individual. I can say “German shepherds have back problems” and “Nikki is a 
German shepherd and lacks these back problems” and still not think Nikki is defective for lacking this trait. 
I take this as further motivation for Foot’s additional constraint of playing a functional role in a life-cycle. 
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things. Perhaps a Footean committed to such a defense would assert that what counted as 

a benefit is a matter of individual species, but I am dubious about such an answer. In the 

case of subordinate kinds that were found to be of the same species, what counted as 

beneficial is likewise different between, for example, queen ants and worker ants. 

Instead, I maintain that an appeal to ontological priority is the best way for a Footean to 

assert that species, and not any superordinate kinds, is the kind on which evaluations of 

natural goodness should be based. A Footean who adopted such a position would have to 

maintain that an organism’s membership in any of these larger kinds is dependent on its 

membership in species in such a way that the converse is not true.  

4.3.2 Non-Hierarchically-Related Kinds 
 The approaches described above are applicable in matters besides those regarding 

hierarchically-related kinds—they shed some light on what I take to be the best way a 

Footean can respond to what is sometimes called “the Pollyanna Problem.” This problem 

consists in the objection that the views of Foot and other neo-Aristotelian thinkers appear 

uninformed when compared with our best empirical knowledge about living things.186 

The best available scientific evidence instead points to an account of the sort FitzPatrick 

has proposed in arguing that natural goodness ought to be understood purely in terms of 

an organism’s capacity for genetic propagation. As such an account is taken to be 

inappropriate as a basis for human morality, the Pollyanna problem is a serious obstacle 

to Foot’s larger project. 

 The kinds involved in FitzPatrick’s account have work and a characteristic way of 

achieving that work. Consequently, they can be considered as a rival class of kinds to 

                                                           
186 Micah Lott, “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 3 
(2012): 408-9, DOI:10.5840/soctheorpract201238323.  
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serve as the basis for evaluations of natural goodness. I do not think that it is any part of 

the neo-Aristotelian project to completely deny the biological account of an organism. 

However, I likewise do not think that a Footean can accept FitzPatrick’s claim that the 

work of an organism as described in the neo-Aristotelian conception of species is merely 

a proximate end of instrumental value to the actual work of an organism—genetic 

propagation. Such an approach would not readily fit with the Footean position regarding 

non-human organisms and would flatly contradict the Footean position regarding the 

work of the human organism. 

 Consequently, the best version of the Footean position seems to maintain that 

there are at least two evaluative understandings of an organism: one biological and one 

neo-Aristotelian.187  This position is so far in keeping with the approach taken by other 

neo-Aristotelian thinkers.188 I do not think, however, that a neo-Aristotelian can simply 

be content with multiple varieties of natural goodness because natural goodness is 

supposed to be primary. The question then becomes: is there is any way for the neo-

Aristotelian species to be appropriate for evaluations of natural goodness while the 

biological species is not? 

 Approached in this way, the question is similar to the one addressed above 

regarding hierarchically-related kinds. Plausibly, similar problems might be raised with 

respect to other kinds which an organism belongs to as well, but for the moment, I restrict 

my considerations to those regarding the biological species. One possible answer would 

                                                           
187 The idea of there being multiple “species concepts” is discussed in Judith K. Crane and Ronald Sandler, 
“Species Concepts and Natural Goodness,” in Carving Nature at its Joints: Natural Kinds in Metaphysics 
and Science, eds. Joseph Keim Campbell, Matthew H. Slater, and Michael O’Rourke (Cambridge: The 
MIT Press, 2011), 289-312. ProQuest Ebook Central. 
188 WNFEN 316. 
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be in an appeal to ontological priority—this would be to say that ultimately organisms are 

members of the neo-Aristotelian species more than they are members of the biological 

species. While I suspect that many neo-Aristotelians do maintain this position, I find its 

positive case to be particularly problematic here in comparison to the force of 

FitzPatrick’s claim that the prominence of the past history in explaining an organism 

suggests the biological model.189 I instead consider an appeal to the sort of purposiveness 

involved, and consequently the claim that genetic propagation and the characteristic 

means of achieving that propagation do not answer to any sort of purposiveness, or that if 

they do, then that purposiveness is of a secondary sort.  

 One way of thinking about the role of purpose that may seem at first glance to be 

plausible is to say that genetic propagation means nothing to—and in many of 

FitzPatrick’s cases detracts from—any well-being of the organism itself and consequently 

is an inappropriate basis for such purposiveness. In other words, because the work of 

genetic propagation ultimately takes as its object something other than the organism 

itself, the benefit cannot be to the organism itself, and so the purposiveness might be of 

the wrong kind. 

 Unfortunately, many of Foot’s examples likewise appear contrary to the benefit 

of the organism. For instance, the quote she borrows from Geach that “bees need stings” 

references an instance where the natural goodness of an organism results in its death. 

This consequence is particularly notable because the resultant death is not accidental, as 

might be the case with the deer that is too swift, but is instead part of the story of what 

                                                           
189 TNN 101-5. 
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the bee is supposed to do.  As noted previously, FitzPatrick provides numerous examples 

in which the characteristic attainment of an organism’s work cannot be easily understood 

as benefiting that organism, such as the violent mating rituals of elephant seals. 190 While 

he takes these cases to be problematic for Footean thought generally, I take these 

examples to prove that a Footean cannot have in mind only work that results in this sense 

of benefit to the organism itself. 

 But perhaps such an approach can still be salvaged. In the cases above, while the 

individual organism does not benefit, the larger species group of which the organism is a 

part surely does. In fact, it is just this “other-regarding goodness” that Foot is concerned 

with when she discusses the case of bees needing stings.191 Especially in light of the fact 

that the work of such organisms always consists in survival and reproduction, one might 

suppose that what makes some work appropriately purposive is that it furthers the 

existence of the species. 

 Such an appeal to species benefit might make sense in the cases of non-human 

organisms. However, given the unclear sui generis character of the human work, I am 

exceptionally dubious that we should assume all such purposes are linked to the 

continuation of the larger group. If the work of human beings goes beyond simply 

reproducing and survival, as Foot clearly thinks it does, then even the survival of the 

larger species does not seem exhaustive of what ends can be purposive. Consequently, it 

does not serve as grounds to assert that the ends described in the biological account of 

organisms are inappropriate. 

                                                           
190 TNN 70-80. 
191 NG 35. 
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 I think what is mistaken in the approach above is not the form of the proposed 

solution, that the neo-Aristotelian species is uniquely tied to primary purposes, but 

instead the assumption that the purposiveness involved is answered strictly by the 

achievement of the work of an organism. Such an approach would seemingly make the 

various sorts of natural goodness only instances of instrumental goodness, and such an 

account does not match Foot’s stated position. Instead, I want to argue that the notion of 

benefit ranges over both the achievement of an organism’s work and the fact that such 

work is achieved in the characteristic way. Foot comes very close to making this 

assertion in understanding the concept of benefit as involving both changes in the 

organism and changes in its environment.192 Both protecting animals from harm and 

facilitating their use of their natural capacities count as benefit, as she makes clear in her 

examples of Noah sheltering animals and St. Jerome healing a lion’s paw.193  The notion 

of benefit that she employs, then, goes beyond simply the attainment of some work and 

includes the development of those faculties specifically involved in that work. Even 

more, she emphasizes that fulfilment of that work without such faculties would not count 

as a benefit.194 

 As a direct consequence, what counts as benefiting a living thing is largely 

dependent on the species of that entity. Even if benefit were tied only to the work 

achieved, such a claim would seemingly be the case, as the work of an organism is 

likewise determined by its species. However, as what counts as the characteristic way of 

achieving that work is likewise tied to the species of an organism, we have even more 

                                                           
192 NG 93. 
193 NG 93 
194 NG 93. 
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reason to suppose that what kinds of things can count as benefiting an organism and what 

can be purposive in a primary way are matters of what the species is. 

 So, it appears that the neo-Aristotelian answer of priority in purpose does not say 

much about what can or cannot count as a benefit as it does insist that the kind involved 

must be one that entails some notion of benefit in order that there be some purpose 

answered. Plausibly, the biological account does not maintain benefit to be any part of its 

scheme, and therefore cannot qualify as an appropriate kind for the evaluation of natural 

or even secondary goodness—it would have the same status as the tree-toucher or foot-

waggler discussed above. Alternatively, one might maintain that goodness as a member 

of the biological kind is purposive in a way that depends on the natural goodness of 

organisms. In any case, the evolutionary kind does not recognize the organism as a 

beneficiary. Consequently, it deprives the organism of the capacity to establish a primary 

purpose and therefore is inappropriate as a basis for evaluations of natural goodness. 

 Seemingly, any other non-hierarchically-related candidate kind might fail on 

similar grounds. As I have contended above, Foot appears to maintain that the capacity to 

be a beneficiary is the sole sort of purposiveness that can exist without dependence on 

some other purposiveness. While such a claim is unquestionably tenuous, it entails that 

any evaluation of an entity as a member of such an alternative kind be linked to the 

goodness of a living creature, and so can never appropriately be an evaluation of a 

primary sort.195  

                                                           
195 I set aside the possibility of some mutually dependent “circle” of purposes, or perhaps an infinite regress 
of purposes. These possibilities might pose meaningful challenges to Footean thought as I am here 
proposing. However, they are far from the most urgent concerns, as I shall detail in Chapter 5. 
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 I think this way of proceeding does raise several substantive problems for neo-

Aristotelian thought. First, is it really the case that anything can count as a benefit to an 

organism if it is properly involved in the characteristic achievement of its work? My own 

intuitions are resistant to an affirmative answer. Second, and more to the point, such 

reasoning is seemingly quite circular. The claim looks like the following: a kind can’t be 

the basis for evaluations because it lacks purposiveness, and it lacks purposiveness 

because its fulfillment does not count as a benefit to the organism, and its fulfillment does 

not count as a benefit to the organism because it is no part of its kind. While such a series 

of claims may not be viciously circular, they are certainly not going to be persuasive in 

absence of some ability to have knowledge of what is entailed in the kind or species to 

which an organism belongs. I return to this concern in the conclusion of this chapter. 

4.4 Contrasting Other Solutions 

 Above, I have discussed several ways of defending the evaluative priority of neo-

Aristotelian species. In this section, I consider some of the various alternative approaches 

taken by neo-Aristotelian thinkers. I aim to demonstrate that these alternative approaches 

are not viable readings of Foot by showing either that the claims made are not 

interpretively sound or that the primacy so established ultimately reduces to claims of the 

sort I have made above. 

4.4.1 Non-competing Interpretations 
In his work, John Hacker-Wright understands Foot’s account as regarding 

interpretations of living things rather than mind-independent kinds. 196 He contends that 

Foot should be read as “adhering to a spare, interpretive conception of human nature that 

                                                           
196 Hacker-Wright is decisively attempting not just to defend a plausible philosophy but to defend a reading 
of Foot. See WNFEN 310. 
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operates at a logical level.” 197 To be clear, this status as interpretation should not be 

taken to mean that Hacker-Wright thinks Foot’s account of human life is wholly arbitrary 

as not every interpretation of an organism needs to be equally viable. However, 

interpretations are nonetheless mind-dependent and are seemingly subjective in some 

ways that mind-independent kinds are not. 

 Hacker-Wright understands this position, that natural kinds are interpretations, as 

helping to remove the apparent tension that exists between Foot’s notion of species and 

the account given by the biological sciences. I take this resolution to proceed in the 

following way: one valid interpretation does not preclude the validity of other 

interpretations when those interpretations answer to different explanatory goals.198 Any 

kind we attribute to a living organism is an interpretation, including the biological and 

neo-Aristotelian accounts.199 The biological and neo-Aristotelian accounts do answer to 

different explanatory goals. Consequently, the biological interpretation and the neo-

Aristotelian interpretation of organisms do not strictly compete, and neither can be said to 

be primary in an unqualified way.  

 Such an account undermines the project of this chapter. If Hacker-Wright is 

correct, then my efforts to elaborate a prioritization of one evaluation as a member of a 

kind over another is erroneous in that all such kinds are interpretations and the priority of 

one over another will always be in respect to some explanatory goal. There will be no 

primary goodness tout court. There may, however, still be qualified sorts of priority 

among kinds. Hacker-Wright discusses two such qualified forms of priority. First, he 

                                                           
197 WNFEN 317. 
198 WNFEN 309, 316. 
199 WNFEN 316. 
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considers the neo-Aristotelian species as requisite for any other discussion of the 

organism. His purpose in doing so is to defend the assertion that the neo-Aristotelian 

account of species cannot be wholly replaced by the biological account. I understand a 

priority of this kind as an epistemological priority and return to it in the next section. A 

second qualified priority that Hacker-Wright introduces is the case of self-interpretations: 

when humans have such interpretations of the kind of thing that they are, the ensuing 

evaluations are internal and have a qualified priority.200 

 I maintain that the position Hacker-Wright has articulated is not a viable reading 

of Foot’s work. While I have reservations about the ability of interpretations to ground 

objective ethics, I do not deny its value as a philosophical position or its ability to borrow 

heavily from Foot’s work in Natural Goodness, nor do I deny that his position is the 

same as Foot’s on a great many issues. Instead, I contend that it contradicts Foot’s 

assertions. As a tentative first concern, I dispute that such priority is the sort that Foot has 

in mind. Certainly, the internal character of such judgments of self-interpretation would 

provide for a sense of being intrinsic or autonomous, and perhaps one might assert that it 

likewise captures the sense of being primary. However, I hesitate to see such a reading as 

proffering a goodness that is natural as it seems to instead be an artificial product of an 

observing mind. 

 More problematically, Foot is explicit that such evaluations are not only primary, 

autonomous, and intrinsic in the case of a human organism’s self-interpretation—they 

also have these traits in the cases of evaluations of non-human organisms, making the 

                                                           
200 WNFEN 317, 320. 
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associated species’ purported status as interpretations problematic.201 It is clearly no part 

of a reed’s self-interpretation that it must be flexible in order to secure its survival, and 

yet Foot does understand evaluations of its roots as having a kind of primacy. Perhaps 

Hacker-Wright might parse that primacy in a similar way to what I have done above: in 

terms of answering to the needs and purposes of the organism itself while maintaining 

that the needs and ways of fulfilling them in question were interpretations. Such a reading 

of Foot would understand kinds as primary in the sense that the purpose of the 

characteristic fulfillment of an organism’s work is still seen as being internal to the 

organism itself while still maintaining that such primacy is established only so long as the 

explanatory goal in question related to the needs of the organism. However, as those 

needs were themselves a matter of interpretation, there might yet be multiple kinds and 

evaluations that were primary and intrinsic.  

In contrast to such a reading, I maintain that Foot understands the kind, species, as 

something that is not purely head-bound and goes beyond being simply an interpretation 

of a living thing. One model for this sort of reading is found in the terminology that 

Micah Lott employs in describing Foot’s account having the human form as its 

content.202 Here, “form” seems to suggest something whose existence is more than 

simply a matter of how we as humans understand the organism. While I wish to make 

only a minimum of metaphysical commitments beyond what Foot has asserted, I do still 

                                                           
201 NG 26-7. 
202 Micah Lott, “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 3 
(2012): 407-8, DOI:10.5840/soctheorpract201238323. I would note that in conversation Lott inclines 
toward the opinion that such kinds are ultimately matters of interpretation. 
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reject such an interpretive reading of Foot, as I maintain that she instead takes such kinds 

to be something independent of the projections of interpreting minds. 

 I maintain that Foot is committed to such a position on the basis of two claims 

made in Natural Goodness. First, Foot explicitly asserts that Gary Watson is correct in 

describing her theory as an objective one.203 The value of her statements for the purposes 

of refuting a head-bound account seems to hinge on what Foot means by “objective.” 

Plausibly, it might mean that moral evaluations are grounded in something mind-

independent. As I have argued that kinds, particularly species, form the bases of these 

evaluations, it would suggest that Foot is committed to the belief that kinds are mind-

independent.  

 However, such a reading might be overly optimistic. The word “objective” might 

also mean that Foot understands her theory as one that describes the structure of a certain 

class of judgment as having objective content as opposed to being an expression of a 

feeling. Such an account would match the use of the term here, as her discussion of moral 

motivation stresses the difficulty in showing the relevance of moral claims for actions in 

an account where such actions reflect facts and not attitudes. In such a case, “objective” 

would be a rejection of non-cognitivism, and so might still be perfectly compatible with 

the interpretive reading. While Foot’s description of her moral theory as objective might 

give some weight against this reading, it is not decisive. 
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 Foot provides better evidence in her recapitulation of some interesting properties 

belonging to natural goodness in noting the possibility of these natural goodness 

evaluations being shared by non-human life. There, she asserts that, 

[s]ome intelligent Martians who did not think in terms of goodness and 
badness might (even if landing in the rain forest and knowing nothing of 
humans) realize that the plants and animals on earth could be described in 
propositions with a special logical form…204 

 At the very least, these claims might be taken to establish these evaluations and their 

corresponding species as possessing a kind of independence from culture and biology: the 

possibility of non-human entities recognizing these propositions means that such 

propositions are not dependent on specifically human minds. 

So far, the interpretive reading might still be thought to be viable: plausibly, Foot 

might be read as asserting the possibility that Martians could maintain the same sorts of 

interpretations humans hold. However, Foot elaborates that: “[the Martians] would 

rightly see the existence of this different order of things in the world as an extremely 

interesting ontological fact, allowing them to invent and deploy a range of concepts they 

did not have before.”205 Here, Foot is clearly rejecting the mind-dependent reading. In 

claiming that these aliens would be right in seeing this as a fact, and an ontological one at 

that, Foot’s position can no longer be parsed as a mere interpretation. The further claim 

that the Martians’ understanding is right in maintaining the existence of such an order 

suggests a sort of correspondence to something outside their thought, and so likewise 

contributes to the preponderance of evidence that Foot is not presenting an understanding 
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of these species as mere interpretations but instead as, in her words, ontological facts. 

Consequently, the reading of Foot defended by Hacker-Wright is not a viable one. 

4.4.2 Necessary for Sciences 
                In this section, I address the defense raised above by proponents of the 

interpretive reading, i.e. that the neo-Aristotelian conception of species is necessary for 

any other interpretation, such as that of the natural sciences. I argue here that such a 

position faces substantial problems, and that inasmuch as it is persuasive it depends on 

one of the approaches to priority I have taken in this chapter. The defense begins with the 

assertion that other ways of understanding an organism rely on the neo-Aristotelian 

understanding of species and are often made in the context of an interpretive reading of 

Foot as Hacker-Wright does in contending that it shows a way in which the neo-

Aristotelian species is not merely extraneous in light of the understanding of the natural 

sciences. I maintain, however, that it might be considered applicable to kinds generally, 

as it appears to offer another sort of priority—an epistemological priority—as a basis for 

prioritizing evaluations based on the neo-Aristotelian species. 

                Such a priority is likewise a kind of asymmetric dependence relationship. One 

cannot have an idea of the species as identified by biology without having some idea of 

the species identified by thinkers like Foot, but the converse is not true. I take this to be 

maintained on the basis of the biological sciences’ reliance on such a notion of life both 

in demarcating what they study (animate instead of inanimate beings) and in establishing 

questions regarding those entities. 

This reliance follows from an alleged incapacity on the part of the natural 

sciences of providing an appropriate understanding of the idea of life. Michael Thompson 



113 
 

goes to great lengths to show the failures of efforts to define life by appealing to traits 

like movement, conversion of energy, and organization.206 Thompson concludes that 

such efforts are guilty of a kind of “extreme individualism”207 in that they fail to 

understand that living things must be grasped as part of a wider context, in this case, their 

life form.208 

However, I am dubious that such a defense proves the point in question. Granting 

that understanding a thing as living requires situating it within the larger background of a 

kind, there is no reason to suppose that the kind in question must be that of the neo-

Aristotelian species.  For example, FitzPatrick likewise understands biological entities as 

belonging to kinds but takes those kinds to be those of the natural sciences. Furthermore, 

it would be very strange if the quality of needing some background kind in order to be 

recognized were sufficient for demarcating the limits of biology as such a status is not 

unique to life—both Foot and Thompson maintain that artifacts and other kinds likewise 

require such recognition. Regarding those questions and topics that are constitutive of the 

biological sciences, the most readily apparent such candidate—that biology presumes 

some teleological story—likewise is far from unique to living things. 

Consequently, the requirement-for-some-background-kind-to-be-recognized as 

the demarcating feature of life cannot be the reason that the neo-Aristotelian species is 

epistemologically prior. A proponent of this appeal to epistemological priority must then 

look for some other viable qualities that might serve this role. To the best of my 
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208 LA 56. See also Micah Lott, “Have Elephant Seals Refuted Aristotle? Nature, Function, and Moral 
Goodness,” Journal of Moral Philosophy 9:3, (2012): 356, DOI:10.1163/174552412X62572. 
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knowledge, those thinkers who defend such a model provide only one—that “to 

recognize an organism is to recognize something with needs.”209 

First, I would note that such a feature must be understood in the sense of “need” 

that I have defended above as relating to the capacity of living things to be beneficiaries. 

Having something as a necessary condition, either of a thing’s existence or of it attaining 

its work, is by no means unique to life. Consequently, the trait by virtue of which the neo-

Aristotelian species would be thought to be epistemologically prior is just the same 

capacity in virtue of which I have argued that it is prior in purpose.  

Even given such a reading, I am dubious that the natural sciences should be 

understood as dependent on such an understanding of species. Granting that such a 

capacity as beneficiary demarcates living things from non-living things, it still seems that 

the assertion that the biological sciences can in no way establish an understanding of their 

subject requires some defense beyond simply the claim that they have not yet done 

adequately yet.210 Furthermore, as Parissa Moosavi argues, the biological sciences might 

justify such a demarcation by an appeal to genes, and it is not clear how such an appeal 

might be said to require a neo-Aristotelian conception of life. Neo-Aristotelians are far 

better served by developing their own perspectives as opposed to simply showing the 

apparent shortcomings of others, and so I maintain that they should not attempt to argue 

for epistemological priority in defending the importance of their subject. 

                                                           
209 WNFEN 313. 
210 For additional arguments to this effect, see Parisa Moosavi, “Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism and the 
Evolutionary Objection: Rethinking the Relevance of Empirical Science,” in Philippa Foot on Goodness 
and Virtue, ed. John Hacker-Wright (Cham: Palgrave, 2018), 299-302. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-91256-1. 
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4.5 Conclusion 

 In a sense, what I have done in this chapter is to provide formal answers. I have 

argued for a restriction of what kinds form an appropriate basis for evaluations of natural 

goodness primarily by appeal to priority in purpose and ontological priority. However, I 

have done little to defend the claim that the Footean species meets these standards. In the 

case of ontological priority such a task is surely a challenging one: how does one argue 

that an entity is “more” of one kind than of another? Consequently, one might hope that 

establishing a priority in purpose would prove more fruitful.  

 As I asserted above, defending the priority of the neo-Aristotelian species on the 

basis of priority in purpose remains open to the following question “Granting that a kind 

is prior with respect to natural goodness in that it uniquely answers to an organism’s 

capacity as beneficiary and that what counts as a benefit to an organism depends on its 

species, why believe that a given kind meets this standard?” Answering this question 

would involve an account of exactly what is entailed by the Footean species, both in 

terms of what work it accomplishes and what counts as a benefit to members of that 

species. Consequently, these concerns regarding priority raise epistemological concerns 

about what we can know about these kinds and how we can come to have that 

knowledge. In the next and final chapter, I address these concerns. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL PROBLEMS FACING FOOT 

In this chapter I turn to the epistemological problems facing Foot’s project. Broadly 

speaking, the reading of Foot that I have defended thus far is capable of answering many 

of the challenges raised against it. However, it has taken on numerous commitments that 

make it very difficult to have a certain kind of knowledge regarding the human species on 

which evaluations of our own natural goodness depend. The commitments relevant to 

these epistemological considerations are as follows: 

1.) Natural goodness is goodness of a kind.  

2.) Natural goodness applies only to those traits that have a part in the story of how 

members of a species achieve their work.  

3.) The kinds on which these evaluations are based, species, change over time. 

4.) These species are not merely a matter of our thought or interpretation but are 

instead real in a more robust way and not subjective. 

5.) It is possible for a trait to contribute to the work of an organism and yet to have no 

place in evaluations of that organism’s natural goodness. In such a case, it 

contributes to that work accidentally. 

6.) The work of human beings is sui generis in that it is not simply survival and 

reproduction. 

7.) The human species dictates the standards of good practical reasoning as opposed 

to practical reasoning being capable of providing its own standards in the way that 

a Kantian might maintain. 

I contend that these commitments pose significant problems to the possibility of our 

having empirically informed knowledge of the human species.  
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 As noted in Chapter 2, a similar concern has been raised by Scott Woodcock. 

While he focuses on the claim that Footean species are interpretations as defended by 

Hacker-Wright, I have rejected such a reading of Foot in favor of a more metaphysically-

robust approach.211 However, I contend that many of the same issues arise for the 

metaphysically robust approach that I have defended up to this point, albeit for different 

reasons.  In this chapter, I first address two objections to my raising such an issue: that it 

is not consistent with the sparse nature of Foot’s project and that empirical knowledge 

has no place in our understanding of neo-Aristotelian species. Having addressed these 

issues, I go on to describe two primary difficulties facing a Footean who wishes to have 

empirically informed knowledge regarding the human species: that there can be 

accidental contributions to the work of an organism and that the human work is sui 

generis. I illustrate the consequences of these difficulties by considering some 

shortcomings in Foot’s reply to Nietzschean immoralism. I conclude by addressing 

rebuttals that other sources of knowledge of the human species are available and contend 

that these epistemological problems pose a real threat to the Footean project. 

Before proceeding, I want to first clarify the sense of “empirically informed” that 

I have in mind, particularly as the exact epistemological concern varies from author to 

author. In speaking our ideas about these species as empirically informed I do not 

exclude any a priori preconditions of our having such knowledge, nor do I mean that it is 

accessible solely by the methods of the natural sciences. Instead, I have in mind that our 

experiences play an important part in acquiring whatever knowledge we have about any 

                                                           
211 Scott Woodcock, “Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism and the Indeterminacy Objection,” International Journal 
of Philosophical Studies 23, no. 1 (2015): 21, DOI:10.1080/09672559.2014.940366. 
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given neo-Aristotelian species. Thus, there might still be some “mutual dependence” 

between our presumption of life and our observations of living entities without 

undermining the standard that our understanding of such living things be empirically 

informed.212 It is exactly such a standard that I want to argue is problematic for Foot. 

5.1. Two Objections 

5.1.1 The Sparse Conception 
 Two major concerns emerge from the secondary literature that oppose my holding 

Foot to such a standard of having our knowledge be empirically informed. First, as 

Hacker-Wright notes,213 Foot states in the postscript to Natural Goodness that she has not 

provided the content about just what counts as good in the case of human beings. In 

speaking about the impact of her work on moral disputes, she asserts that “…nothing is 

settled, but everything is left as it was. The account of vice as natural defect merely gives 

a framework within which disputes are said to take place…”214 Foot articulates a related 

concern earlier in the text, where she asserts that the philosopher has no special right to 

speak about the facts regarding the human species.215 While Hacker-Wright does not 

make the argument explicitly, one might object that, as Foot aims to be silent on the 

content of the human species, it is a mistake to press Foot’s theory for substantive moral 

claims. 

                                                           
212 I have in mind here Michael Thompson, “Apprehending Human Form,” Royal Institute of Philosophy 
Supplements 54 (2004), DOI:10.1017/S1358246100008444. 
213 John Hacker-Wright, “Introduction: From Natural Goodness to Morality,” in Philippa Foot on 
Goodness and Virtue, ed. John Hacker-Wright (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 1-23. DOI: 
10.1007/978-3-319-91256-1. 
214 NG 116. 
215 NG 108. 
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 Jessy Jordan adopts a similar line of concern in contending that thinkers who 

attack Foot’s theory on the grounds that it has no means available to reject morally 

objectionable claims misunderstand Foot’s project: 

The utilization of such a standard looks inappropriate only if, like 
Woodcock, one assumes she is attempting to justify or establish a 
substantive conception of human goodness and defect in Natural 
Goodness. However, properly understood, Natural Goodness does not aim 
to do that; instead is a work that aims to uncover the logical structure of 
moral evaluations.216 

 This contention distinguishes between establishing a merely formal account of what the 

goodness of an organism is from a substantive account that specifies the details of 

precisely what constitutes the goodness of a particular organism. As Foot is interested in 

the former as opposed to the latter, Jordan contends that concerns regarding how she 

determines the substantive propositions regarding human beings are misapplied. 

 In response to this objection, I want to be clear that I agree with these assessments 

of Foot’s project: it is a logical one instead of a defense of any particular set of 

substantive claims regarding what human beings ought to be. However, my concern is 

not that the specifics she has provided regarding the human organism are incorrectly 

derived. Instead, I am concerned that, in light of some of the commitments she has raised, 

attaining empirically informed knowledge about the human species is extremely 

problematic. I am not raising objections to the content of Foot’s positions regarding the 

human organism but instead to the possibility of knowledge given the formal 

commitments of her position. If I am right and those commitments make it very difficult 

                                                           
216Jessy Jordan, “Philippa Foot’s So-called Achilles’ Heel,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 91, 
no. 2 (2017), 252-3. DOI: 10.5840/acpq201737113. 
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to have such knowledge, it is a challenge regardless of the logical framework that Foot 

offers. 

5.1.2 Should Knowledge of Species be Empirically Informed? 
 The second concern emerging from the secondary literature asks if the type of 

knowledge I have in mind here, i.e. empirically informed knowledge, is an appropriate 

thing to seek regarding human organisms. Philosophers like Hacker-Wright have made 

explicit the claim that the species Foot has in mind are not empirically discoverable.217 

Such a concern seems to be motivated by the following sort of reasoning: If empirical 

methods are the most appropriate way of learning about neo-Aristotelian species then 

seemingly the empirical sciences are the best way to acquire real knowledge about such 

species. But the empirical sciences as a source of such knowledge are thought to be 

problematic on several grounds. First, such methods might lead to the Pollyanna 

problems discussed in Chapter 4 in that the sciences provide a picture of nature that 

seems ill-fitted to ground moral goodness. Second, the empirical sciences are often 

thought to be incapable of providing evaluations, as they can at best provide statistical 

regularities.218 

In spite of these concerns, our senses appear to be the most plausible way that one 

might have knowledge about just what constitutes a neo-Aristotelian species. While some 

thinkers might defend moral intuitions with respect to human beings having knowledge 

of our own species, it seems absurd that we might have such intuitive knowledge 

                                                           
217 WNFEN 315. Lott likewise rejects the claim we our beliefs should be based on empirical methods. 
Micah Lott, “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 3 (2012): 
416, DOI:10.5840 /soctheorpract201238323. 
218 Lott raises a concern very close to this one. However, as he is restricting his concern to the human case 
and, in particular, the norms of practical reasoning, I cannot attribute such an argument to him directly and 
so raise it only as a plausible concern. Ibid., 417. 
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regarding other species, particularly as we seemingly only discover that such other 

species exist through experience. For example, we do not seem to believe that we know 

that axolotls exist by any means other than experience. While identifying these creatures 

might presuppose some notion of life, I surely cannot have an idea of the story of one of 

these amphibians absent my experiences.  

A similar appeal to our knowledge of non-human organisms helps resolve the two 

objections to empirically informed knowledge raised above: that they lead to Pollyanna 

problems and that such empirical methods can yield regularities but not evaluations. We 

are certainly engaged in employing these empirical methods in understanding the neo-

Arisotelian species of other organisms, and these understandings are nonetheless distinct 

from the biological species described in Chapter 4. As a Footean must maintain that such 

species are distinct and empirically discoverable as distinct in the case of non-human 

organisms, it would seem to follow that there is no need to accept the biological species 

as the sole account of what the organism is. Consequently, a Footean can answer the 

various Pollyanna problems without rejecting an empirically informed notion of the 

human organism. Likewise, our knowledge of the neo-Aristotelian species of other 

organisms is certainly empirically informed but still yields evaluations. The neo-

Aristotelian species of a badger is an empirically informed one, but I can make judgments 

of the goodness or badness of individual badgers on the grounds of what I know about 

that species. For example, our knowledge that badgers are digging animals is empirical 

and that knowledge grounds the evaluation that a badger that cannot dig is defective. 

Therefore, it cannot be that evaluativity is precluded from those species about which we 

have empirically informed beliefs. 
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 However, one might reject the assumption that our knowledge of human beings is 

analogous to our knowledge of these other species. After all, there are meaningful 

differences, such as the use of practical reason and the sui generis nature of human work, 

both of which I address below. Beyond that, as members of the human species we might 

be thought to have some first-person insights regarding our species. Granting such a 

concern for the moment, I want to contend that it would be strange if we could not also 

have knowledge of human beings in the same way as we do non-human organisms. 

Whereas one might expect that as human beings we might have more knowledge of what 

it means to be human, there would be an important way in which we would be 

condemned to have less.219 

 Furthermore, neo-Aristotelian natural goodness could no longer be thought to 

overcome a challenge to moral realism that I follow Stephen Brown in calling “the 

epistemological gap.” This challenge is that “ethical value claims are justified in a way 

different from the way in which non-ethical value claims are justified.”220 Brown takes it 

to be an advantage of Foot’s theory that it provides a way in which we can come to have 

informed beliefs about moral facts in much the same way as we can other natural facts. 

                                                           
219 Jennifer A. Frey likewise draws the conclusion that this would be a “strange result.” While I agree that it 
is and should count against Foot’s theory, I believe that the sui generis nature of the human work might still 
provide some reason to expect this conclusion. Jennifer A. Frey, “How to be an Ethical Naturalist,” in 
Philippa Foot on Goodness and Virtue, ed. John Hacker-Wright (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 64. 
DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-91256-1. 
220 Stephen Brown, “Naturalized Virtue Ethics and the Epistemological Gap,” Journal of Moral Philosophy 
1, no. 2 (2004): 199. DOI: 10.1177/174046810400100205. One might also consider relevant Parisa 
Moosavi’s concerns regarding how well Foot’s approach maintains its naturalistic credentials. I would note, 
however, that Moosavi is clear to establish that her concern is not epistemological but instead regards 
“whether the object of such knowledge is an aspect of the natural world.” Parisa Mossavi, “Neo-
Aristotelian Naturalism and the Evolutionary Objection: Rethinking the Relevance of Empirical Sciences,” 
in Philippa Foot on Goodness and Virtue, ed. John Hacker-Wright (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 
286. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-91256-1. 



123 
 

This similarity would be lost if our beliefs about the human species are not empirically 

informed. 

5.2. The Problems 

5.2.1 Problem 1: Changing Kinds 
 Why is it then problematic for a Footean to claim access to such empirically 

informed knowledge about the human species? I maintain that there are three primary 

problems, one of which is largely answerable and two of which are more difficult. The 

first problem I consider follows from Foot’s belief that species change. Because species 

can change by evolutionary processes, any observed instance of an uncharacteristic trait 

might be an adaptation as readily as a defect. To return to Blackman’s example, 

supposing we witness a deer employing camouflage rather than swiftness to secure its 

safety from predators. As I argue in Chapter 3, though such a practice contributes to the 

survival and therefore the work of the deer, it should be considered an accidental 

contribution and not a fulfillment of the story given by the species of the deer. 

Consequently, the deer should be found to be defective. However, the species can and 

does change over time, and consequently the use of camouflage might as readily be 

something characteristic of deer as the species had just recently become. In such a case, 

the same evaluation, that the deer was defective, would now be incorrect. Given that this 

possibility is always present, we always have some reason to doubt if our evaluations of 

an organism are correct.221 

                                                           
221 Though he adopts a different solution, a similar problem is raised in Scott Woodcock, “Aristotelian 
Naturalism vs. Mutants, Aliens, and the Great Red Dragon,” American Philosophical Quarterly 5, no. 4 
(2018): 313-28. http://apq.press.uillinois.edu/view.php?vol=55&iss=4&f=woodcock.pdf. 
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 While this possibility certainly does pose a challenge to the Footean position, it 

does not entail the impossibility of informed beliefs regarding neo-Aristotelian species. 

Instead, the evolution of species creates a qualification on such knowledge: any 

application of our knowledge about neo-Aristotelian species relies on the often-correct 

presumption that such species are not changing at a given point in time. Foot is explicit 

on this point, asserting that “It is only in so far as ‘stills’ can be made from the moving 

picture of the evolution of species that we can have a natural history account” and “[I]t is 

only the relative stability of at least the most general features of the different species that 

makes these propositions [Aristotelian categoricals] possible at all.”222 Consequently, any 

knowledge of a species that we might have should be understood as either presupposing 

such stability or being true only in as much as the species is stable. While this may be a 

problematic qualification, it is not one that should require disposing of Foot’s entire 

theory. 

5.2.2 Problem 2: Accidental Contributions 
A second problem follows from the possibility of accidental contribution. In the 

case of Blackman’s deer, I asserted that it was possible that a given trait contribute to the 

work of an organism and yet the presence of that trait not contribute to the goodness of 

the organism. This was possible because in that case, swiftness was supposed to be a part 

of the story of the organism while camouflage was not. However, since we cannot simply 

look at what ends are furthered by a given trait, how can we determine what counts as an 

accidental contribution and what is a part of that story? 

                                                           
222 NG 29. 



125 
 

It appears that there are two criteria for determining if any trait is part of the story 

of an organism. First, does it contribute to the work of the organism? Second, if so, is it 

typical or widespread among the species? 223 The first question rules out traits like the 

merely typical spot atop a blue tit’s head. The second seemingly rules out traits that 

contribute only accidentally like that of camouflage in the case of Blackman’s deer. But 

this approach raises a further question: can there be typical traits that contribute and are 

nonetheless not part of the life-cycle? 

This question is especially important if one considers that many human traits 

might be widespread and contribute to at least part of the human work, in the form of 

survival, and yet be such that we would not want to count them as any part of human 

goodness. I have in mind here traits like conformity and xenophobia as raised by 

Woodcock and discussed in my second chapter.224 These are traits that a Footean would 

certainly reject as being part of the human story, and yet they are both typical and 

contributing.225 Consequently, I want to insist that such traits are possible, and yet we 

must have some way of discerning which contribute only accidentally. 

5.2.3 Problem 3: Sui Generis Work 
 A third problem concerns a difficulty in determining which traits contribute to the 

work of human beings. As above, we can apply the standard that a trait must contribute to 

the organism’s work in order to make well-informed decisions about whether or not a 

                                                           
223 The status as widespread does not even seem to always be a necessary condition, as very plausibly some 
of the human virtues are rare. Likewise, what is meant by widespread or typical must be very context 
dependent, as most acorns do not become oak trees. 
224 Scott Woodcock, “Philippa Foot’s Virtue Ethics has an Achilles’ Heel,” Dialogue 45, no. 3 (2006): 456-
9, DOI: 10.1017/S0012217300001013. 
225 I remain open to the possibility that such traits instead contravene other aspects of the human work. 
However, this would rely on knowledge of those other aspects, and Foot’s commitment to human work as 
sui generis poses problems for such an approach, as discussed below. 
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given trait is part of the life-cycle of an organism. While we might struggle with the 

question of whether or not camouflage is part of what it means to be a deer, no one would 

struggle with such an inquiry in the case of a deer with twisted limbs. Seemingly, we are 

saved from such deliberations just because those limbs do not promote the survival of the 

organism.  

 Of course, such information is not always so straightforward. There are many 

traits that seem to be a kind of “double-edged sword” in helping an organism survive in 

one regard while harming its prospects in another. I have in mind here something like 

sickle cell disease in its ability to help prevent malaria while causing many other medical 

problems. In such cases, I am not so sure that it is an easy matter to determine if the trait 

is truly one such that an individual lacking it is defective. Regardless of such 

difficulties, the standard that a trait contribute to an organism’s work does seem to play a 

large role in what we can know about an organism. However, in the case of the human 

organism the work is not clearly identified as survival and reproduction. While I maintain 

that Foot takes these to be among the ends for humans, they are not exhaustive. Neither is 

a trait’s contravening of these ends sufficient to determine it as a failing in human 

beings.226 Consequently, in the case of the human organism we cannot employ these 

methods of reasoning unless we have an idea of what the ends of the human story are.227  

It might be objected that such a consideration relies on a faulty approach in 

adopting what Lott terms a “two-stage argument.” The two-stage argument as Lott 

characterizes it has two elements: “(1) the identification of some parts of human good, 
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and (2) a story about what humans can and cannot do.”228 In the terms I’ve employed, the 

first of these seems to be the work of the human organism and the second the story. 

While he does acknowledge that Foot is committed to such an approach, Lott rejects this 

two-stage argument on the grounds that the survival achieved as the work of an organism 

seems to him to be the survival of an organism as an instantiation of that species rather 

than mere survival.229 Consequently, there would be no meaningful difference between 

the ends and the means by which those ends are achieved. In this approach, the division 

between work and story is an artificial one, and consequently it should be no special 

problem that the human work is something other than that of most organisms. 

In response, I would first stress that Foot does adopt such a two-stage approach, 

and so her account must still grapple with its consequences. As I have defended in my 

first chapter, a trait must have a function of bringing about the work of an organism in 

order to serve as the basis for an evaluation of natural goodness. Furthermore, the two-

stage approach plays an important role in her work such that one should not merely 

dismiss it as a misstep. If there is no such distinction between work and story, then one 

might just as readily think that the merely typical spot atop a blue tit’s head was a part of 

what it was and so must be present in order for the bird not to be defective. Such a 

consequence is clearly unacceptable. While there might be other ways of distinguishing 

between characteristic traits and merely typical traits, in Foot’s work that difference is 

established by an appeal to functional contribution to some end.  

                                                           
228 Micah Lott, “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 3 
(2012): 419, DOI:10.5840 /soctheorpract201238323.  
229 Ibid., 420-1. 
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 Lott is correct that the evaluation of an organism is not simply a matter of the 

organism achieving some ends. As I have defended in Chapter 3, the goodness of an 

organism is a matter of its achieving those ends in the characteristic way. However, that 

does not entail that there should not be a meaningful difference between the ends of an 

organism and how it achieves those ends. The difference between a typical trait and a 

characteristic trait depends on such a distinction and doing away with it undermines 

much of what makes Foot’s approach successful. 

Another plausible objection might be raised that, while certainly Foot does not 

provide an exhaustive account of the sui generis work of the human organism, she does 

presumably include survival and reproduction as part of the human work. Consequently, 

we might still have some knowledge about what counts as a contribution to the human 

work by considering those traits that contribute to our continuation as a species. This 

knowledge would be qualified in that it does not exhaust everything that counts as such a 

contribution, but this approach would still provide some way of reasoning about the 

human species. 

Such an approach has its merits but requires further qualification to be correct. 

The problem is that not all parts of an organism’s work are necessarily achieved in a 

harmonious way. Even in the case of nonhuman organisms, survival and reproduction can 

and do often conflict as ends, as evidenced in the sexual cannibalism of the praying 

mantis. Consequently, even putting aside the concerns regarding accidental contribution 

above, one cannot assume that just because some trait furthers human survival and 

reproduction, it must be a part of the human species as such a trait might be detrimental 

to some other aspects of the human work. 
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 I have contended that a notion of the human work is important in order to have 

even qualified knowledge regarding the human species and that Foot’s position that the 

human work is sui generis makes such prospects bleak. But perhaps such a concern need 

not be fatal. As Thompson indicates, we might base some of our ideas of our work on our 

capacities and inclinations.230 As humans can engage in theoretical reasoning, one might 

hypothesize that such theoretical reasoning contributed to or constituted some end of 

human beings. As we seem to be inclined toward aesthetic appreciation, one might think 

that capacity likewise contributes to or is some part of the human work as an end in itself. 

In these sorts of ways, we could at least have some starting point by which we could 

discover the human work, and, following from that, we might develop an understanding 

of the human story. 

 Such reasoning runs into multiple problems. For one, many of our capacities and 

inclinations are very much at odds with conventional morality. Beyond that, our 

inclinations and capacities seemingly conflict with each other—we as human beings have 

the capacity for both empathy and cruelty, and we seem to have the inclination for both 

as well. Consequently, what is needed is a way of saying which capacities should be 

realized and under what circumstances they ought to be realized.231 The way that we are 

most likely to determine these matters, though, is with reference to the work of the 

organism in question. Such a process is then inevitably circular—our understanding of 

the work of the organism informs our understanding of its story, but our understanding of 

                                                           
230 Michael Thompson, “Apprehending Human Form,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplements 54 
(2004), 72-3, DOI:10.1017/S1358246100008444 
231 I take the work of Mary Midgely on understanding misplaced aggression to exemplify the latter of these 
efforts. Mary Midgley, Wickedness: A Philosophical Essay. (London: Routledge and Kegan-Paul, 1984), 
75-94.  
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its story likewise informs our understanding of its work.  By itself this circularity need 

not be wholly damning. Foot’s position might be valuable even if it fails to offer a 

foundationalist method to certain knowledge of a species, and in fact many neo-

Aristotelians defend such a Neurathian approach of muddling through with various 

assumptions as we have until we find reason to correct those assumptions.232  

 The central difficulty facing such an approach is that the account of the human 

developed by such a process need not be exclusive. Depending on which postulates about 

human beings one begins with, we might find that such processes lead to very different 

end points. A Footean should find this problematic—if there are multiple possible views 

about the human species, then it is not clear which is the correct account.233 To illustrate 

such a possibility, I consider Foot’s critique of Nietzsche. 

5.3. Case Study in Nietzsche 

 The latter two of these three difficulties, the problem of distinguishing accidental 

contributions from functional contributions and the problem of identifying contributions 

to the undefined work of human beings, are evident in Foot’s response to the immoralism 

of Nietzsche. In the concluding chapter of Natural Goodness, Foot endeavors to confront 

the claim that traits such as pity are best understood as “a kind of sickness, harmful to 

pitied and pitier alike.”234 Consequently, Nietzsche argues, these traits should be avoided 

rather than fostered.  

                                                           
232 OVE 165-70, though I would note that Hursthouse takes such a process as open to revision only in as 
much as there are known ends by which we can evaluate a given trait. 
233 I return to this consideration below in looking at Jordan’s coherentism. 
234 NG 107. 
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Foot understands the attack in naturalistic terms: Nietzsche, at least here, can be 

read as adopting the same logical structure of evaluation.235 He poses a problem because 

he denies that traits such as pity are the kinds of traits that have a part to play in the story 

of humanity and are consequently good to possess.236 According to Foot’s reading, 

Nietzsche seeks revise our beliefs about the human species. Her response begins by 

considering an analogous case of such a revision in the dancing of honeybees. If one does 

not know that such movements communicate information to other bees about the location 

of nectar, those movements might seem either idiosyncratic or defective. The comparison 

illustrates two principles: that we can revise our beliefs about a trait on the grounds of 

coming to know about its role and that some such traits that determine the goodness of an 

organism can be social in nature.  

 Foot rejects Nietzsche’s evaluation of pity on the same lines. After rephrasing the 

trait under consideration as “compassion,” “kindness,” or “charity,” she defends the view 

that just as the bee needed other bees in order to secure its survival, a human being might 

rely on the compassion of others. “[B]y the criteria of natural normativity charity is a 

prime candidate as a virtue, because love and other forms of kindness are needed by 

every one of us when misfortune strikes, and may be a sign of strength rather than 

weakness in those who are sorry for us.”237 Because kindness contributes to survival, we 

can in fact maintain it to be a virtue rather than a vice. 

 Foot defends this procedure as a way to revise our beliefs about what makes for a 

good human being. If the trait in question contributes to the work of an organism, then 

                                                           
235 NG 109. 
236 It is open to debate whether and in what sense Nietzsche should be read as endorsing naturalism. 
237 NG 108. 
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there is reason to count it as a virtue. Seemingly, the inverse would also hold in that if a 

trait impairs such work, then there is reason to count it as a natural defect, as she 

maintains in the hypothetical case of corpulence once being thought of as a good thing 

before it was associated with various health problems.238 

I maintain, however, that such a procedure is unsatisfactory for the reasons 

provided above. First, a given trait’s contributing to the work of an organism is only a 

necessary condition of that trait serving as the basis of an evaluation of natural goodness, 

not a sufficient condition. There are multiple traits that might contribute to such work that 

a Footean would seemingly wish to exclude, such as the aforementioned traits of 

xenophobia or conformity. Consequently, merely showing that a trait makes such a 

contribution is inadequate, and yet Foot takes the argument to be decided by such an 

assertion. 

 Foot stresses the contributions of compassion to the end of survival, an end that 

both the Footean and the Nietzschean naturalist would likely include in the work of a 

human being. However, as established above, Foot certainly does not think that such an 

end exhausts the work of a human being and consequently should not expect the 

Nietzschean naturalist to, either. The Nietzschean naturalist presumably would contend 

instead that the work of a human being was something along the lines of the fulfillment 

of a will to power or drive to life. With such work in mind, one might understand pity or 

compassion as harmful to a major component of the human work, and consequently as 

                                                           
238 NG 109. 
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vices rather than virtues. Foot’s conclusions are hastily drawn and presuppose agreement 

about an area where she and the Nietzschean naturalist disagree.  

 It is quite possible that such a disagreement should not count as any failure on 

Foot’s part. Good arguments rely on mutually accepted premises, and convincing the 

immoralist of their error may simply be an insurmountable task if there is no such 

common ground. In light of such considerations, Foot should be read as offering the 

already moral agent a reason to reject Nietzsche’s characterization of compassion. 

However, such a consideration is inadequate. What Foot has defended is that compassion 

contributes to one part of the work of a human being. One’s preexisting moral framework 

is asked to supply certainty, or at least relative certainty, that such a contribution is a non-

accidental one and that the human work is such that the contribution does not entail a 

greater detriment. Presupposing these things is presupposing exactly what is at question: 

the nature of the human species. Consequently, her argument does not resolve the dispute 

and instead only allows an individual who disagrees with Nietzsche to say as much. 

5.4. Practical Reasoning 

5.4.1 Part of the Human Story 
 One way in which a Footean might go about trying to address these difficulties is 

to proceed from what is taken to be a fairly acceptable assumption about the human 

species: that our capacity for practical reason has some important part to play in the story 

of how we achieve our work. The Nietzschean immoralist might not agree with this claim 

or might understand such practical reasoning as a capacity for self-deception, but perhaps 

that provides just another qualification on these beliefs. In light of such an assumption, 

one might hope to draw several conclusions about the human species. First, and 

somewhat trivially, one would be able to assert that if the assumption of practical reason 
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as part of the human life-cycle is correct, then any human being lacking practical reason 

is defective.  

Second, one could make some inferences about the human work in a way similar 

to the appeal to capacities described above. However, while in that case it was unclear 

just what capacities were in fact contributing to the work of the organism, here we are 

operating under the assumption that our practical reasoning is a part of that story. Just as 

someone encountering a modern car for the first time might notice that there are various 

features to make the cabin more comfortable and determine that the work of a car 

somehow involved having people in the cabin, one might hope to look at practical 

reasoning and determine from the various things that it does what the work of the human 

organism might be. Such a process would provide some way of having informed beliefs 

about the human work and, given some perhaps questionable assumptions239, might 

provide a start for the kind of circular process described above in which a better 

understanding of the human work leads to a better understanding of which traits 

contribute to that work, and an understanding of those traits might in turn better inform 

our knowledge of the human organism. 

 Third, one might hope that practical reason entails its own standards, and that 

those standards might be derived by a priori methods.240 Such a process would be very 

much in line with the work of Kant, and could proceed by noting that the standards of 

practical reasoning imply, for example, that any principle for action must be able to be 

                                                           
239 I have in mind here assumptions regarding the unity of the virtues, though there certainly might be 
others as well. 
240 For example, see Judith K. Crane and Ronald Sandler, “Natural, Artifactual, and Moral Goodness,” The 
Journal of Ethics 21, no. 3 (2017): 291-307, DOI:10.1007/s10892-017-9249-x. 
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formulated in a universal way. One might then deduce from these standards a more 

detailed conception of how we as humans should act. Such a conception could then either 

lead to a more robust notion of the human work or might instead lead directly to 

evaluations of human beings without a need for such a clarification of the human work. 

 However, beyond the formal claim that lacking practical reasoning would count 

as a defect, such an approach is not compatible with what Foot maintains about practical 

reasoning. As noted in Chapter 2, the Footean view is not one in which practical 

reasoning exists in some way apart from the species of an organism. Instead, Foot follows 

Warren Quinn in “seeing goodness as setting a necessary condition of practical rationality 

and therefore as at least a part-determinant of the thing itself.”241 Likewise, in 

“Rationality and Goodness,” Foot is clear that there might well be different species for 

whom practical reasoning would entail different standards.242  

Consequently, the second and third ways that the assumed place of practical 

reasoning contributes to our knowledge are somewhat more problematic. Any conception 

of what human beings are that is predicated on a given conception of what counts as 

practical reason has already smuggled in beliefs about what makes for a good human 

being because Foot maintains that what counts as good practical reasoning for humans is 

determined by the human species. Relatedly, as what counts as such goodness depends on 

the nature of the human species, we cannot hope to find independent standards of 

                                                           
241 NG 63. 
242 Philippa Foot, “Rationality and Goodness,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplements 54 (2004), 13, 
DOI: 
10.1017/S1358246100008420. 
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goodness in exploring the standards of practical rationality in an a priori way because the 

standards involved are not standards of lawfulness itself but instead of our own nature. 

5.4.2 First-Person Knowledge 
 Given these difficulties, what prospects remain for knowledge of the human 

species? I want to contend that there are two primary, nonexclusive routes available, 

though both entail something of a shift—whereas any of the approaches to such 

knowledge considered so far can be described as knowable from a third-person or neutral 

point of view, both of the ensuing approaches take place from within a first-person 

perspective.243 

 I take the notion of this first-person perspective to be a somewhat difficult one, 

and so the understanding of it I provide here is only a rough sketch. In saying that 

knowledge of our species exists only in a first-person way, I mean something very much 

like what Hursthouse has in mind when she says about our beliefs regarding virtues that 

“[their] validation must take place from within an acquired ethical outlook, not from 

some external ‘neutral’ point of view.”244 In saying that such justification happens within 

a perspective, I mean something more than simply that the Thompsonian ideas of life as 

situating a living thing within a species and evaluating it according to the standards of 

that species. These presumptions are merely formal and apply to our evaluations of any 

other species as well as our own. Instead, a shift to a first-person perspective entails that 

                                                           
243 Jennifer Frey terms this a difference between “first nature naturalism” and “second nature naturalism.” 
Jennifer A. Frey, “How to be an Ethical Naturalist,” in Philippa Foot on Goodness and Virtue, ed. John 
Hacker-Wright (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 63-65. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-91256-1. 
244 OVE 165. 
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justification of our beliefs about the human species is possible only from within a 

perspective that already includes substantive beliefs about our species. 

In the first of the two approaches, we might understand practical reasoning as a 

kind of “trained perceptual capacity”245 and I subsequently term this the “trained 

perceptual capacity approach.” Our practical reasoning, at least in the Footean 

conception, is at play when we make decisions regarding what sorts of actions a person 

ought to perform or what counts as a good reason for action.  The trained perceptual 

capacity approach appeals to that activity of practical reasoning in order to suggest that 

its informing of our decisions provides a kind of knowledge about the nature of the 

human species. In Lott’s example, if I know that I should express my thanks to a person 

who has helped me, then I know that gratitude is some part of how a person should act 

and of what constitutes the human species.246 Of course, it is possible that my practical 

reasoning might be defective in that it might misrepresent what I should take as a reason 

for action. However, under the presumption of its correct operation, the capacity for 

practical reasoning might be a source of knowledge about the human species.  

Instead of asking how we might acquire knowledge of the human species, Jessy 

Jordan begins with the question of how we might justify those beliefs we already have. 

He proposes what I term the “coherentist approach” in which our beliefs about the human 

species are justified in that they align with our other beliefs.247 Following this position, he 

                                                           
245 While I borrow this phrase from Lott, I would note that he uses it with reference to what he takes as the 
analogous case of a craftsperson’s knowledge. Micah Lott “Moral Virtue as Knowledge of Human Form,” 
Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 3 (2012): 427, DOI:10.5840 /soctheorpract201238323. 
246 Ibid., 422-3. 
247 Jessy Jordan, “Ethical Naturalism and the Justification of Claims about Human Form,” Dialogue: 
Canadian Philosophical Review 55, no.3 (2016): 467-92. DOI: 10.1017/S0012217316000615. 
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proffers a Neurathian procedure by which we can revise our beliefs about the human 

species. When we encounter a belief that challenges some part of our current 

understanding of the human species, we can consider its viability in light of our other 

beliefs and revise our larger belief structure based on the results. That larger network of 

beliefs can never be wholly set aside but can be altered substantially over a series of these 

reconsiderations. In every case, however, the justification of a given claim is its ability to 

fit alongside one’s other beliefs, and consequently is a justification only from within an 

already given perspective. 

In light of these approaches, what I have contended so far in this chapter might be 

read as leading to the following argument. We might expect to be able to have knowledge 

of the human species in a way similar to our knowledge of other organisms’ species. 

However, because the human organism is unlike any other known organism with respect 

to its work, we cannot come to know about it through the same means. While the natural 

goodness of human beings has the same logical or metaphysical status as other 

organisms, the standards of our goodness are not knowable in the same way.248 Instead, 

the best epistemic means we have available is through one of the above first-person 

approaches. 

Such an outcome is damaging to Foot’s position for several reasons. First, as 

noted above, the fact that there is no epistemological gap in the Footean account seemed 

to be a strength of her position in that it reinforced the idea that moral facts were 

relevantly similar to other natural facts. It matters that we come to know about both 

                                                           
248 As Thompson asserts “there are two forms of knowledge, but not two things known.” Michael 
Thompson, “Apprehending Human Form,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplements 54 (2004), 72, 
DOI:10.1017/S1358246100008444. 
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human and non-human natural goodness in similar ways because Foot relies on a 

similarity between the two in order to persuade us that we can understand moral goodness 

in terms of natural facts. If we reject any such epistemological similarity, it calls into 

question the aforementioned metaphysical similarity.  

A second concern about the shift to first-person approaches is that each of these 

approaches “yield[s] overly conservative ethical outlooks.”249 In the case of Lott’s trained 

perceptual capacity account of practical reason, at the very least generally speaking, the 

kinds of things that our practical reasoning can tell us depend heavily on what we already 

believe to be the case. One might contend that some such outcomes can be understood as 

a malfunction of practical reason, but considering it as such only shows that some 

incorrect beliefs can stem from upbringing. Like the Callantians from Herodotus, to an 

individual who maintains that cannibalizing a father’s corpse is how human beings show 

respect for previous generations, the practice will seem wholly endorsed by practical 

reason.250 Inversely, to those of us who believe such a practice is ghastly, our moral 

sensibilities will report that it is no part of how humans should go about their lives. The 

knowledge we can derive from our practical reasoning is not a corrective to our beliefs 

but instead an expression of it. 

If this claim regarding the knowledge we can get from practical reasoning is 

correct, then there is good reason to be concerned about the exercise of practical reason 

as a trained perceptual capacity that yields information about the human work and story. 

Our practical reasoning, inasmuch as it can provide such information, will frequently 

                                                           
249 Jessy Jordan, “Ethical Naturalism and the Justification of Claims about Human Form,” Dialogue: 
Canadian Philosophical Review 55, no.3 (2016): 469. DOI: 10.1017/S0012217316000615. 
250 Herodotus 3.38. 
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offer only what we already believe to be the case, and will consequently not reliably 

provide knowledge beyond our already accepted beliefs and pre-philosophical intuitions. 

In the case of Jordan’s Neurathian procedure, the concern is that for whatever new idea is 

under consideration the standard of its being accepted will always just be that it aligns 

with other held beliefs. Consequently, there might readily be multiple false but coherent 

belief systems available, and if we are brought up in one such way of thinking, we might 

plausibly never get to the truth of just what the human species is. 

Jordan disputes this on the grounds that such a procedure does in fact have the 

capacity to overthrow one’s entire outlook given sufficient time and that the inherently 

social nature of such a process minimizes the biases of one’s own culture and 

upbringing.251 However, I maintain that these defenses are far from conclusive. The fact 

that a complete revision of one’s beliefs is possible within such an approach does not 

entail that there is no bias toward overly conservative views whatsoever and in any case 

is predicated on one’s former worldview being inadequately coherent. A given set of 

beliefs might still be such that it is impossible to move from it to an alternative set that 

accurately represents the human species. Furthermore, the fact that a process is social in 

nature does not contributes very much in terms of resistance to its yielding overly 

conservative results, as phenomena such as groupthink are prevalent among humans. 

Even if one is able to reject such a bias in the procedure Jordan describes, requiring a 

coherentist model of justification does not seem like a small sacrifice to make as it would 

entail that the Footean project is incompatible with many epistemological positions. 

                                                           
251 For brevity’s sake, I have distilled these considerations from a larger list of four considerations. Jessy 
Jordan, “Ethical Naturalism and the Justification of Claims about Human Form,” Dialogue: Canadian 
Philosophical Review 55, no.3 (2016): 488. DOI: 10.1017/S0012217316000615. 
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5.5. Conclusion 

 It may well be that the best we can do is to speak about either what we already do 

think regarding these human forms or what our moral sensibilities find to be the case. But 

I maintain that the Footean should find this conclusion to be unsatisfactory. If we cannot 

have informed beliefs about our sui generis species, Foot’s moral project becomes less 

and less plausible. Knowledge of non-human species likewise appears problematic in that 

we have no way to be sure what is an accidental contribution to the organism’s work and 

what is not. Consequently, one might ask what reason we have to posit that neo-

Aristotelian species even exist. 

 Up until this chapter I have defended a metaphysically robust view of Foot’s 

natural goodness without saying much about the nature of the species that rest at the heart 

of these claims. What I have aimed to do in this chapter is to show that there are 

difficulties with our ability to learn about these species, and that some of these difficulties 

are particularly applicable to the case of our own species. It is true that some such 

challenges, such as the problem posed by changing kinds, can be understood as 

qualifications on the knowledge available to us. However, other challenges are more 

problematic, in particular those posed by the sui generis work of human beings and the 

possibility of accidental contributions to our work. At the very least, this challenge 

requires us to have knowledge of our species in a way very different from how we gain 

knowledge of other species. 

 These epistemological challenges threaten Foot’s project in two major ways. 

First, in as much as the way we come to know about our own neo-Aristotelian species is 

radically different from the way we can know about any other species, it undermines the 
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supposed plausibility of understanding our moral goodness as a species of natural 

goodness. Second, in as much as our knowledge of these neo-Aristotelian species is 

problematic, it calls into question whether or not we should believe that such species 

actually exist. In my conclusion, I evaluate the prospects of the Footean project in light of 

such difficulties. 
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CONCLUSION 

 From this project, I take away several main points. First, in its metaphysical 

presuppositions, Foot’s position has the resources to answer many of the objections 

facing it. In Chapter 4 I argue against Hacker-Wright’s sparse interpretive reading of 

Foot. In his reading, neo-Aristotelian species depend on how we understand an entity and 

are not wholly objective features of the world. I suspect that there is a strong tendency to 

adopt such an approach because it minimizes the metaphysical commitments required for 

maintaining a neo-Aristotelian position. Many philosophers consider such metaphysical 

commitments to be undesirable because these commitments are thought to presuppose a 

discredited teleological worldview.  

 While there may be neo-Aristotelian accounts that avoid such commitments, Foot 

is making claims about the ontological structure of the world. In the latter three chapters 

of this dissertation, I show how this is the case. In my Chapter 1, I show that that 

functions play a crucial role in Foot’s evaluative scheme: only those traits that have a 

functional role in achieving the work of organisms can serve as the basis for evaluations 

of natural goodness. However, as I show though my survey of the secondary literature in 

Chapter 2, it is not immediately clear what Foot thinks such functions are. Moreover, 

philosophers such as Joseph Millum contend that Foot’s position is problematized by its 

incompatibility with an etiological account of functions. Consequently, in Chapter 3 I 

defend such an account of functions. I begin with the idea that Footean functions are 

given by the kind to which an entity belongs. I show that such functions have three 

principle features: work that is achieved, a story of how that work is characteristically 

achieved, and some purpose to the characteristic achievement of that work. 
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 The third of these three features, purposiveness, is particularly significant and 

often overlooked in readings of Foot. It plays an important role in Chapter 4. Having 

shown the importance of kinds in Foot’s account, Chapter 4 addresses the question of 

why natural goodness should be tied to one kind, that of the neo-Aristotelian species, as 

opposed to any of the other kinds to which an entity belongs. I propose two main ways in 

which that neo-Aristotelian species might be primary to other candidate kinds: 

ontological priority and priority in purpose. While a great deal remains to be said about 

what constitutes such purposiveness and how it is that living things are uniquely capable 

of being beneficiaries, the notion of purposiveness is of particular use here and can help 

to resolve the challenge posed by Pollyanna problems insofar as it shows how the neo-

Aristotelian species can be evaluatively prior to those kinds described by the natural 

sciences. 

 The question of what a given neo-Aristotelian species entails is consequently an 

important one, and in Chapter 5 I address the question of what knowledge we can have of 

these neo-Aristotelian kinds. I defend the view that knowledge of these kinds ought to be 

of an empirical nature, but that there are two main problems for the attainment of this 

knowledge. First, as the account provided in Chapter 3 shows, accidental contributions to 

the work of an organism are possible, and it is unclear how a Footean hopes to 

distinguish such accidental contributions from the functional contributions entailed in the 

story of that species. Second, unlike the work of other organisms, human work is not 

exhausted by survival and reproduction. Consequently, even setting aside the problem of 

accidental contributions, we cannot learn about the human species by looking at those 

traits that contribute to our work because what constitutes such work is unclear. 
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 The problems facing empirical knowledge of our own species leave me somewhat 

pessimistic about the entire Footean project. First, Foot’s account trades on an analogy 

between the natural goodness of other organisms and its extension to the case of human 

beings and our morality. The epistemological problems raised in Chapter 5 weaken that 

analogy, both by calling into question what knowledge we have of non-human species 

and by making it harder to see our evaluations of human morality as relevantly similar. 

Second, regardless of Foot’s alleged intentions of providing a largely formal account 

instead of a substantive one that would specify the details of our species, it matters that 

we are confidently able to articulate some of those details. It also matters that we have 

such knowledge because it plausibly could provide a response to concerns regarding 

disability. 

Even though these epistemological concerns fundamentally challenge Foot’s 

position, they do not entail that project is a failure. I have not shown that such knowledge 

is impossible, only that knowledge of the human species faces serious obstacles. Many 

pre-philosophical beliefs still seem to fit her model of evaluation. For instance, we do 

seem to think that some ways of dealing with anger are unhealthy; that activity and facing 

challenges are somehow better than idleness; and, to borrow Foot’s example, that cruelty 

to animals is a sign that something is wrong with the agent.252 Inasmuch as such view 

pertain to facts about human nature and are generally agreeable, they make Foot’s 

approach more plausible.  

                                                           
252 NG 116. 
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I began this dissertation believing that Foot’s account of natural goodness is a 

promising way of thinking about morality. At the same time, I was somewhat skeptical 

about such a view. I conclude in very much the same spirit. 
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