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Perfectionism, or the claim that human well-being consists in the devel-
opment and exercise of one’s natural or essential capacities, is in growth
mode. With its long and distinguished historical pedigree, perfectionism
has emerged as a powerful antedote to what are perceived as significant
problems in desiderative and hedonist accounts of well-being. However, per-
fectionism is one among many views that deny the influence of our desires,
or that cut the link between well-being and a raw appeal to sensory pleasure.
Other views include, for instance, the “objective list” view,! the so-called
“restricted achievement” view,? and various hybrid views that combine an
appeal to desire or pleasure with an objective standard of evaluation of those
desires or pleasures.

In this paper, I attempt to deflate three important arguments for per-
fectionism in contrast with its competitors. Each of these arguments has
appeared, in some form or other, in the historical record. Some have been
given sophisticated and compelling restatements with the benefit of our con-
temporary conceptual apparatus.®> Unfortunately, none have the power to
support the claim that the good life is one that develops an agent’s natural
or essential capacities. And though I will focus only on three here, the fail-
ure of these arguments suggests general defects in a perfectionist view, and
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“objective” theories as theories of well-being. See James Griffin, Well-Being: Its Meaning,
Measurement, and Moral Importance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); and Derek
Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), appendix I.
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3The most perspicuous example is Thomas Hurka’s Perfectionism (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1993).



should be widely worrisome.

The paper will be organized as follows. Section 1 will provide a brief
description of perfectionism in general. In §2, I discuss an important argu-
ment for perfectionism, given by Thomas Hurka, but also reflected in (some
interpretations of ) Aristotle: the essence argument. The second is found in
the writings of Kant, T. H. Green, and is developed in its recent formulation
by David Brink. This is the agency argument. Finally, I will discuss an ar-
gument that all perfectionists share, the intuitive argument: the argument
that perfectionism, as opposed to its rivals, better conforms to our overall
judgments of the goodness of lives. I argue that the essence and agency
arguments do no independent work for perfectionism, but totally rely on
the implicit assumption of the success of the intuitive argument. This result
is untenable for the final argument. The intuitive argument cannot support
perfectionism on its own. Or so I shall argue.

1. What is Perfectionism?

In understanding perfectionism, two questions are crucial to answer. First,
what concept is perfectionism a conception of? Second, what is the structure
of this conception?

First thing’s first. For Hurka, perfectionism is an account of the “good
life,” but in a moral, rather than prudential sense. It is the life that humans
ought to seek regardless of their contingent desires of inclinations. This claim
is also reflected in Kant.* But rather than as a strictly moral demand, one
might construe perfectionism as an account of well-being or the personal
good. Hurka, however, resists characterizing perfectionism in this way.

Well-being itself is often characterized subjectively, in terms of
actual or hypothetical desires. Given this subjective character-
ization, perfectionism cannot concern well-being. Its ideal can-
not define the “good for” in a human because the ideal is one
he ought to pursue regardless of his desires. In my view, per-
fectionism should never be expressed in terms of well-being. It
gives an account of the good human life, or of what is good in a
human, but not of what is “good for” a human in the sense tied
to well-being.’

4See Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak. 6:386-9, 518-9. See also the
Groundwork to the Metaphysics of Morals, Ak. 4:423.
SHurka, 17-18.



Of course, it is up to the perfectionist to determine which concept his con-
ception is to be a conception of. It is perfectly open to the perfectionist to
reject perfectionism as a conception of welfare, for instance. But Hurka’s
rejection of perfectionism qua theory of welfare is unmotivated. Indeed, he
seems to suggest that perfectionism cannot be an account of welfare because
welfare is subjective. But this is certainly up for grabs. Indeed, that welfare
is subjective has been disputed not only by perfectionists, but others as well
(including the objective-list and various hybrid views noted above). Nev-
ertheless, Hurka’s rejection of perfectionism as a theory of well-being does
not simply stem from his stipulation that a theory of well-being ought to be
subjective. Rather, Hurka rejects the notion of “well-being” as a concept
that stands in need of any specifying conception. According to Hurka, well-
being is meaningless apart from theories of well-being, and apart from the
notion, with which he identifies perfectionism, of a “good life” tout court.’

We should reject Hurka’s refusal to countenance well-being as a specific
philosophical concept that permits of better and worse conceptions. Well-
being appears necessary for other crucial normative concepts. Well-being
maintains a strong link to inquiries about prudential reasons. It appears
that we have prudential reason to do what is in our interests, what increases
our overall well-being. We may or may not (depending on the specified con-
ception) have prudential reason to live a “good life” tout court. Insofar as
we have considered judgments about what is in our interests, or judgments
about our prudential reasons, we will thereby have considered judgments
about welfare. And it appears that many of our considered judgments
about welfare are susceptible to a perfectionist analysis. Richard Kraut,
for instance, notes that some of our “actual or hypothetical” desires appear
not to be in accordance with our own well-being, including a compulsive
desire to smash icicles.” Perfectionism has a seemingly plausible story to
tell: a life spent smashing icicles is not compatible with one’s nature qua
human agent. In speaking of perfectionism here, then, I will assume that
perfectionism forms an account of welfare or well-being.?

Now to the second question. What is the structure of perfectionism as
an account of welfare or well-being? Perfectionism is objective rather than
subjective—on a perfectionist view, certain activities, achievements, etc., are

SHurka, 194n17.

"Richard Kraut, “Desire and the Human Good” in Proceedings of the American Philo-
sophical Association 68 (1994), 41-42.

8This is a common interpretation of perfectionism; it is found in Kraut, George Sher,
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intrinsically valuable in a way that does not depend on an agent’s responses
(desires, etc.). But it would be a mistake to identify perfectionism simply
with the claim that certain activities or achievements are good in themselves,
such as excellent theoretic, aesthetic, or practical achievements. Though per-
fectionism implies this conclusion, defining perfectionism in this way would
fail to distinguish perfectionism from the objective list view, which also em-
braces these particular activities and achievements as constitutive of a good
life. The unique perfectionist claim identifies the good with the fulfillment
of one’s nature: the good life for an z is identified by the core facts about
what it means to be an z, by the core account of z-hood. For humans,
perfectionism declares that the best life is determined by the core account
of what it means to be human. Developing and exercising those properties
or capacities that form what it means to be human yields a good life for
a human. But in principle perfectionism could be applied to any creature.
The best life for a cat depends on the sort of creature a cat is—developing
and exercising those capacities that make a cat a cat is what makes for a
good cat life.

Perfectionism as applied to humans comes in different forms. Perfection-
ists differ on what precisely the relevant capacities are, and what precisely
the relevant x is. For Hurka, the relevant properties are picked out by a re-
stricted set of the necessary or essential features of humans. Hurka rightly
notes that humans have a wide range of necessary properties, not all relevant
to moral inquiry. So Hurka settles on those properties that are “essential to
humans and conditioned on their being living things.”® For T. H. Green, the
relevant specification of the core properties will come via an examination of
what makes humans moral, deliberative agents.!® These accounts can come
apart. It is possible that what makes us moral agents is not an essential
property of us qua human beings. George Sher’s account of perfectionism
does not follow the above schema by the letter, but he suggests that the
relevant elements that make a good human life good are those that fulfill
“near-universal” and “near-unavoidable” goals.!! One might put this, how-
ever, in terms of the schema above. What it (nearly always) means to be
human is to have certain goals. The fulfillment of those goals, then, will
form the good for humans.

So what are the relevant capacities and properties that form the ac-

9Hurka, 16.

19See T. H. Green, Prolegomena to Ethics, ed. Brink (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004).

" George Sher, Beyond Neutrality: Perfectionism and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), ch. 9.



count of a good life on a perfectionist account? Generally, perfectionists
endorse the value of the development and exercise of our rational, delibera-
tive capacities.'? For Hurka, the human essence will include both theoretical
rationality and practical rationality.'® Aristotle holds a similar view, though
he expresses it somewhat differently. For Aristotle, activity that is distinc-
tively human is activity that expresses the “rational part of the soul,” or the
part of the soul that has reason, as opposed to the appetitive parts of the
soul. Hurka also believes that certain physical capacities can form relevant
perfectionist achievements. According to Hurka, being physically embodied
is essential to humans as living things.'* Though Hurka does not go into
great detail about these capacities, presumably they will include being free
of disease, developing one’s strength and athletic capacities, etc.

The value of our rational and deliberative capacities are also reflected
in the account of humanity specified by Green. For Green, our capacity
as moral agents allows us to deliberate about the structure of our ends.
Rather than simply being dictated by our immediate desires, humans qua
morally responsible agents have the ability to rationally deliberate about
their desires, to conform their desires and actions to a conception of the
good. On this picture, it is this rational, deliberative capacity that forms the
account of the good on Green’s perfectionism. Green calls the achievement of
these valuable states “self-realization”. Because moral personality consists
in being able to deliberate about one’s ends, to subject them to rational and
normative scrutiny, and because this version of perfectionism suggests that
the account of z-hood is humanity qua responsible moral agents, this view
yields that “a life of activities that embody rational or deliberative control
of thought and action”!® is the perfectionist ideal.

Thus a complete perfectionist account of welfare will include three sep-
arable claims:

1. Perfectionism: The good life for an z is determined by the
core account of what it means to be an .

2. Identification of the Core Capacities: The core account of
what it means to be an z involves a specific set of capacities, {a,

b, c}.

12See Aristotle, NE 1098a; Hurka, chs. 4, 7-9; David O. Brink, “The Significance
of Desire” in Ozford Studies in Metaethics v. 3, ed. Shafer-Landau (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008); David O. Brink, “Mill’s Deliberative Utilitarianism” in Philosophy
and Public Affairs 21 (1992).

B3Hurka, 39.
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15Brink, “Editor’s Introduction” in Green, “Prolegomena to Ethics”, op. cit., xl.



3. Fulfillment of the Core Capacities: A life lived according to
capacities {a, b, ¢} involves certain specific activities {q, 7, s}.

All perfectionists share (1). Indeed, perfectionists mostly agree on the iden-
tification of the core capacities—(2)-although there is some variation. Aris-
totle identifies the core capacities as the activity of the rational part of the
soul; Hurka suggests the core capacities are one’s capacity for theoretical
and practical reason and one’s capacities as a physically embodied being;
Green and Brink suggest that the capacity for practical reason—“deliberative
control of thought and action”—forms the core account of a perfectionist life
for a human. However, perfectionists appear to disagree significantly when
it comes to (3). For Hurka, the fulfillment of the core capacities involves a
complez, unified, and well-rounded life.' For Brink and Green it is a life
chosen as a result of one’s practical reason, that exercises one’s deliberative
capacities, and that lives in accordance with the common good.'”

The distinction between (2) and (3) might be illustrated by Aristotle’s
perfectionism. Though his interpretation is controversial, Richard Kraut
writes that, for Aristotle,

the ultimate aim of human life, and the proper function of human
beings, is to use reason well, and this goal can be reached in either
of two ways: ideally, by leading a philosophical life and making
contemplation one’s highest aim; but if that option cannot be
taken, then we do best by fully developing the practical virtues
and exercising them on a grand scale, in the political arena.'®

This account of Aristotle’s view clearly represents the distinction between
the three claims. The function of a human being is “to use reason well,”
which forms the content of (2). One does this by living a life of philosophical
contemplation or statesmanship; this is the content of the perfectionist life.
The perfectionist life will be valuable, according to Aristotle, because it
conforms to the unique function of human beings.

Critics of perfectionism often fail to distinguish these claims, to perfec-
tionism’s disadvantage. For instance, in a recent article Daniel Haybron has
claimed to show that “perfectionism is false.” ' But Haybron’s strategy for

Hurka, chs. 7, 9.

17Green, §§183-200; Brink, “Editor’s Introduction”, xl-xlii; Brink, “Self-Love and Al-
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8Richard Kraut, Aristotle on the Human Good (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1989), 7.

9Daniel M. Haybron, “Well-Being and Virtue” in the Journal of Ethics and Social
Philosophy (www.jesp.org) 2 (2007), 4.



defeating perfectionism is to show that wvirtue is distinct from well-being.
But notice that one can be a perfectionist and avoid the claim that virtue is
essential to well-being. One might simply say, for instance, that the devel-
opment of one’s rational capacities can come apart from virtue; one could
accept the perfectionist account of (1) and (2), but not (3). (Haybron’s
most plausible counter-examples lend themselves to precisely this response:
though the life is non-virtuous, it is good because it develops to an important
degree the proper account of human nature or the realization of the agent’s
self.20) Indeed, Haybron suggests that an account of well being in which
“well-being consists partly in perfection understood not as admirability but
as actualization—the fulfillment of one’s capacities, say, where this does not
entail moral virtue” might itself be plausible.?! But if this is the case, it
seems to me, Haybron’s view is compatible with perfectionism.

This essay will address perfectionism at the heart of the beast. The
question I will ask is as follows: why should we regard the core account of
z-hood as essential to well-being? In other words, why should we believe
(1)? The positions discussed here can be seen as providing answers to this
question. The first argument, from Hurka, argues from the “top down”:
the perfectionist capacities are valuable because they are identified by the
human essence, which is itself a plausible indicator of value. The second
argues that the core account is good because rational agents qua rational
agents are committed to its value. Finally, all perfectionists share an argu-
ment from the “bottom up”: the capacities identified by the core account
of z-hood are intuitively valuable, and hence support perfectionism which
identifies them as good. None of these arguments are satisfactory.

2. The Essence-Welfare Link

Why should we accept that developing one’s nature is of welfare value?
Hurka insists that development of one’s nature is good—perfectionism is true—
because the proper account of nature is a plausible indicator of value. This
argument runs from the “top down”: developing one’s nature forms an in-

20F,g., Haybron’s Genghis Khan case. This case shows a lack of virtue can be good, but
it does not show that the life is good independently of the development of the character’s
specifically human capacities. Furthermore, Haybron specifically issues an argument that
questions the Aristotelian move from (2) to (3) (see pgs. 11-12). I find this argument
plausible, but it is no argument against perfectionism; it is an argument only that perfec-
tionists should refrain from identifying the content of the perfectionist life with the life of
virtue.

Z'Haybron, 16.



dependently plausible ideal. Hurka writes:

The goal of developing human nature, or exercising essential hu-
man powers, is deeply attractive. This is reflected in its widespread
acceptance. The ideal is implicit in non-philosophical talk of liv-
ing a “fully human” or “truly human” life and is endorsed by
diverse philosophers. ... Some value contemplation; others value
action. Some value a communal life; others value a life of soli-
tude. If, despite these differences, these philosophers all ground
their particular values in a single ideal of human nature, that
ideal must have intrinsic appeal.

Some of this appeal can be explained, if nature is essence.

Because each of us is essentially a human, to develop human
nature is not to develop some temporary or tangential property,
such as being a lawyer or hockey fan. It is to develop what makes
us what we are.??
Hurka’s move appears to be this: why should we believe that developing
one’s nature is good? Answer: because nature is properly construed as
essence, a being’s essential properties. And, says Hurka, there is an explana-
tory link between essence-development and goodness of lives: that some
property is essential explains its value because developing one’s essence-
development is itself a plausible evaluative ideal. For short, I will refer to
this as the essence-welfare link.

I wish to distinguish between two ways there might be a connection
between essence and welfare. The first is substantive: essence explains why
some particular property is valuable. The other is trivial: essence merely
happens to coincide with value, but is eliminable in an inquiry concerning
why valuable properties are valuable. But there is some reason for holding
that any connection between essence and welfare is merely trivial. To see
this, consider the following worry: whether there is an essence-welfare link
depends on what our essence is, and whether we believe that essence is good
for the creature that develops it. This can be seen by noting several of the
seemingly unintuitive aspects of the human essence. For instance, it appears
that one essential property of humans is to take up four-dimensional space.
Certainly development of this essential property fails to count in favor of
the goodness of one’s life.

Hurka appears ready to accept that a raw appeal to essence, of itself, is
not enough to establish the plausibility of perfectionism. Hurka intends to

22Hurka, 32.



give an account of essence that rules out evaluatively trivial properties. Thus
in order to state an account of perfectionism that doesn’t pick out neutral
features as good, Hurka must restrict the range of essential properties to
those properties human beings possess necessarily and that are conditioned
on their being living things, as opposed to things generally.?3 This rules out
self-indentity, taking up space, etc. Hurka writes:

A perfectionist concept of nature assigns intrinsic value to certain
properties, and these must on their own seem morally worth de-
veloping. A concept of nature may fail this test by not including
some properties that do seem valuable. This flaw is less serious,
showing at most that perfectionism needs to be supplemented
by other moral ideas. It is more damaging if a concept of nature
includes properties that on their own seem morally trivial-f it
gives value to what, intuitively, lacks it. This is a telling objec-
tion to the concept. A morality based on the concept will be
hard to accept because it flouts our particular judgments about
value.?*

According to Hurka, this is the “wrong properties objection.” Hurka seeks
an account of the human essence that would yield the right properties. This
will, according to Hurka, require us to restrict the range of the evaluatively
relevant necessary properties of humanity. But this move is telling for the
plausibility of the essence argument. The reason that Hurka is licensed to
restrict the range of essential properties that are relevant for an account of
the good, and not restrict them further, appears to depend upon which prop-
erties are picked as independently valuable of themselves. If this is the case,
the essence-welfare link appears threatened. The connection between essence
and welfare appears trivial: the account of essence is tailor-made to deliver
plausible verdicts about value. But the essence-welfare link requires not a
trivial connection between essence and welfare, but a substantive, explana-
tory connection. If essence is simply tailor-made in this way, essence seems
to do no explanatory work; in an explanation of value, essence-development
appears eliminable.

Hurka understands that his conception of essence is value-laden. But
that essence is value-laden need not entail a merely trivial connection be-
tween essence and welfare (or value tout court, as Hurka prefers). Though

Z3Philip Kitcher argues that Hurka cannot, without imposing his own intuitions, derive
a notion of goodness from human essence. I agree with Kitcher, but my argument will
address a different point. See Kitcher, “Essence and Perfection” in Ethics 110 (1999).
24
Hurka, 9.



an evaluatively relevant account of essence must be adjusted to avoid trivial
or bad properties, the appeal to essence can still support perfectionism if it
can plausibly be maintained that essence-development is itself a plausible
ideal independent of any adjustment in light of objections. Otherwise, an
appeal to essence does no explanatory work: value is explained by our con-
sidered judgments, not by an appeal to essence. Hurka admits that in order
to defend perfectionism via essence, it must be the case that the essentialist
ideal is plausible independent of whatever consequences it might entail (for
precisely the reasons I note here).?® But Hurka claims that his response to
the “wrong properties objection” is simply fine-tuning of an independently
plausible ideal.?6

One might compare Hurka’s response to the “wrong-properties objec-
tion” with the Aristotelian response to similar complaints about the infa-
mous function argument in the Nicomachean Ethics 1.7. Aristotle insists
that the the good for a human being is to be determined by finding the
proper function—which might be glossed as “characteristic activity”of a hu-
man being. For Aristotle the function of a human being is a mark or indica-
tor of value. Aristotle’s function argument has been vastly criticized. There
appear good reasons to doubt a proposed function-welfare link. Indeed,
there appears to be something of a slip between “the good for a human”
and what it means for a human to be “doing well as a human.”?” Leaving
this aside, however, one might believe that the unique function of human
beings will include a wide variety of things, many of which are either neu-
tral or downright bad. Bernard Williams notes, for instance, that “If one
approached without preconceptions the question of finding characteristics
which differentiate men from other animals, one could as well, on these
principles, end up with a morality which exhorted men to spend as much
time as possible in making fire; or developing peculiarly human physical
characteristics; or having sexual intercourse without regard to season; or
despoiling the environment and upsetting the balance of nature; or killing
things for fun.”?® If these are properties picked out by the human function,
they certainly appear to be the wrong ones.

43

% Hurka, 31.

26Hurka, 16.

2TCf. P. Glassen, “A Fallacy in Aristotle’s Function Argument about the Good” in The
Philosophical Quarterly 7 (1957). This move has been the subject of much discussion,
including Jennifer Whiting’s “Aristotle’s Function Argument: A Defense” in Ancient Phi-
losophy 8 (1988), and Katherine V. Wilkes, “The Good Man and the Good for Man in
Aristotle’s Ethics” in Mind 87 (1978).
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Defenders of Aristotle reply that Aristotle’s account of the human func-
tion is itself value-laden. Kraut insists that Williams mistakenly identifies
necessary components of the human function (such as uniqueness of activ-
ity) as components that are sufficient for a proper account of that function.
As Kraut suggests, what counts as part of our function must be unique,
but it must also be, on reflection, good or choiceworthy: “the human good
must be something that we desire for its own sake.”?’ Whiting insists that
Aristotle’s notion of function is normative “all the way down”.?’ Just as
with Hurka’s view, however, one might wonder how much evaluative work
an appeal to function is doing if the appeal to function is ineliminably value-
laden. However, as a way to rescue the appeal to function, one might argue
that the appeal to function (or a wider appeal to “nature”) is an inde-
pendently plausible ideal; this move is found in Julia Annas’ discussion of
Aristotle.?! One might put this appeal in terms used to describe Hurka’s
position: though function is value-laden, it cannot be eliminated because
the development of one’s function is an independently plausible ideal; there
remains a function-welfare link.

I think this move is unsuccessful. Returning to Hurka, I deny that his
strategy is simply fine-tuning of a prima facie plausible ideal. The appeal to
human essence would not be plausible but for the fine tuning in which Hurka
is engaged. Without this fine tuning, the appeal to essence would be a non-
starter. And if this is correct, there is no essence-welfare link. It seems to me
that precisely the same should be said about the reconstruction of Aristotle
offered above: the appeal to function is not plausible independently of our
beliefs that the appeal to function delivers the right answers.

How should we test my claim that an appeal to essence (or function—for
the rest of this section I will refer to the essence-welfare link, although the
points apply in both cases) carries with it no independent appeal? One
relevant test is resistance to recalcitrance. Consider the extent to which we
are willing to revise our beliefs about value in light of a recalcitrant belief

YKraut, 318. See also Kraut, 324: “The function argument does not...say everything
Aristotle needs to say in order to show that either of these two ends [i.e., the political life
or the life of contemplation] can by itself adequately fulfill the role of an ultimate end, by
being the goal for the sake of which all lower ends are desired. The function argument is
just one element in Aristotle’s defense of the philosophical and political lives, and should
not be expected to cary the entire burden of that defense.” Kraut’s suggestion is that the
function argument is one important step in the argument for perfectionism, but a step that
requires additional argument and reflection on the goodness of the properties themselves.

30Whiting, 38-9.

31Julia Annas, The Morality of Happiness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993),
216-17.
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about what is essential to humans and what is conditioned on their being
living things. If such an appeal is a plausible indicator of value, we should
believe that that appeal has at least some power to override recalcitrant
intuitions. Imagine that we come to believe that the relevant essence yields
some trivial property. For instance, let’s imagine that we come to believe
that a disposition to develop hypothermia under cold conditions is essential
to humanity. What pressure would there be to accept that property as good-
making? I contend: none whatsoever. Instead, the response (which models
Hurka’s own strategy) would be to revise that account of human essence
further, such that the trivial property is avoided. In order for an appeal to
essence to play a role in a reflective equilibrium, it must have at least some
resistance to recalcitrant beliefs. But an appeal to essence seems not to have
no such resistance.

More evidence: a claim about essence appears to have no ability to
make even slight changes to our conception of value. Consider mortality.
Let’s say that we come to believe that mortality is a valuable property of
humanity, i.e., that because a life that stretched on too long would become
dissatisfying, it’s better not to live forever. Assume that this is a settled
matter. However, on any plausible view, length of life is not valuable in and
of itself; extended life is good or bad based solely on what that life contains.
In other words, it is implausible to believe that the length of one’s life is
anything more than instrumentally good or bad. But suppose that we come
to believe that mortality is part of the human essence in Hurka’s sense. (I'm
uncommitted on this proposal.) On an essentialist view, mortality would
not simply be instrumentally good, but intrinsically good, good in itself.
But are we prepared to make even this comparatively small change (i.e.,
instrumental to intrinsic, but not “valueless” to “valuable”) in our beliefs
on the basis of a verdict about essence? I find this far-fetched to say the
least. A claim about essence appears to have no power to influence the
value of mortality one way or the other. But if so, the essence-welfare link is
not independently plausible enough to support a “top-down” argument for
perfectionism.

Notice that in making this argument I’'m not imagining that our essence
is different than it is. (As Hurka points out, one cannot evaluate a counter-
factual involving essence.??) Rather, I'm imagining that we come to believe
that our essence contains mortality, which perhaps it may not. But this
is the relevant test: if we believe that there is an essence-welfare link, we
ought to feel at least some pressure to revise our considered judgments about

32Hurka, 21-22.
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goodness or welfare in light of a contrary belief about essence. If we believe
that essence yields a counterintuitive verdict, we ought to feel some pressure
to accept that verdict. But it appears we are prepared to accept no such
verdicts. The mere fact that Hurka’s account of essence (I hereby grant for
the sake of argument) delivers the right properties does not settle whether
the appeal to essence is independently plausible. That can only be settled
under counterfactual epistemic conditions, conditions under which we be-
lieve that an appeal to essence directs us in unintuitive ways. Under such
conditions, the appeal to essence wilts. I maintain that precisely the same
could be said of Aristotle’s appeal to function.

In this section I have argued as follows: in order for the essence argu-
ment to support perfectionism, there must be an essence-welfare link that is
substantive and explanatory rather than trivial. But in order to avoid triv-
iality, Hurka must claim that the appeal to essence maintains plausibility
independent of any verdicts it might issue. But it appears that an appeal
to essence does not maintain this level of plausibility. Hence any connection
between essence and welfare can be trivial only. The only conditions under
which the human essence (or function) is a plausible ideal are conditions
under which we have already fine-tuned the notion of human essence (or
function) to deliver the right verdicts.

8. The Agency Argument

A further argument in favor of perfectionism takes as its starting point
our status as moral agents. It then proceeds to show that any moral agent
is committed to valuing the development and exercise of their deliberative
and rational capacities. Because, as moral agents, we are committed to the
intrinsic value of that which makes us moral agents, what makes us moral
agents will form the proper account of our good. This argument, or the
“agency argument,” as I will refer to it, has a decidedly Kantian flavor;
similar arguments can be found in Kant’s writings.?® Like the essence argu-
ment, the agency argument is “top-down”: developing our nature is valuable
because moral agents are committed to valuing it.

The version of the agency argument I will discuss here is offered by T.
H. Green. This argument is remarkably sophisticated and, it seems to me,
there is much in it. For Green, moral personality means subjecting one’s
desires and inclinations to deliberative control; rather than simply lunging
for the delicious-looking pint of beer, a moral agent will inquire whether so

33Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Ak. 4:423, also section III.
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lunging would be good and can control the desire to so lunge if the answer
is no. For Green, developing one’s self as a moral agent is developing one’s
self.3* Hence, Green’s perfectionism embraces the ideal of self-realization:

It is in virtue of this self-objectifying principle that he is deter-
mined, not simply by natural wants according to natural laws,
but by the thought of himself as existing under certain condi-
tions, and as having ends that may be attained and capabilities
that may be realised under those conditions. ... It is thus, again,
that he has the impulse to make himself what he has the possi-
bility of becoming but actually is not, and hence not merely, like
the plant or animal, undergoes a process of development, but
seeks to, and does, develop himself.3?

Though Green’s text is to some degree hard to decipher, he appears to
claim that humans, insofar as they are rational agents, will treat themselves
as a proper object of the will. They will ask questions about what sort
of life they ought to live. In so doing, they understand that they are not
simply determined by forces of nature operating externally to their own
deliberation, but rather by the operation of their practical deliberation.
Hence, they will seek to become what they have the possibility of becoming,
rather than what nature has dictated that they will become. One helpful
supplement to Green’s understanding of self-realization above is his account
of freedom or autonomy. Green’s view runs as follows: “From this bondage
he emerges into real freedom, not by overcoming the law of his being, not
by getting the better of its necessity, ... but by making its fulfillment the
object of his will; by seeking the satisfaction of himself in objects in which
he believes it should be found, and seeking it in them because he believes
it should be found in them.”3® Thus, for Green, a moral agent will find his
freedom and moral agency in making the “law of his being” an object of his
will. And if “the law of his being” is to determine his life by means of rational
and deliberative capacities, the moral agent will make the development of
these capacities the supreme object of his will.

I think Green is right to connect an account of the personal good with
the objects a person believes are choiceworthy.?” Surely achieving one’s
good involves subjecting one’s desires to some sort of deliberative control;

34Green, §174.

35QGreen, §175.

36T, H. Green, “The Senses of ‘Freedom”’ in The Political Theory of T. H. Green, ed.
John R. Rodman (New York, NY: Meredith Publishing Company, 1964), 76.

37Cf. Dale Dorsey, “Headaches, Lives, and Value” in Utilitas (forthcoming).
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lunging after the pint of beer will not always be in an agent’s best interests,
and insofar as one is a moral, deliberative agent, achieving one’s good will
surely involve asking those sorts of questions and reigning in desires that
violate an agent’s sense of what is good or valuable. And if I am a rational
agent (rather than, say, a mere “actor”), I will be committed to scrutinizing
my desires by the use of practical reflection. But from here the waters get a
bit murky. So far, the agency argument has not shown why we must reign
in our desires in a perfectionist way. The hedonist will seek pleasure because
she believes that pleasure is good—she will subject her desires to a process of
deliberative endorsement, endorsement based on her hedonist conception of
the good. Green’s argument cannot establish that the “law” of an agent’s
being, i.e., the relevant deliberative capacities, must be the object of the
will, merely that what one thinks is good (which may or may not coincide
with “the law of his being”) should be the object of his will.
In elaborating Green’s argument, David Brink writes:

But why should we think that the exercise of practical deliber-
ation must favor lives that embody or exercise rational nature?
Green, like Kant, is interested in the question what one would
care about insofar as one is rational. Consider an analogy. In-
sofar as one is a wine connoisseur, there are determinate things
one cares about. One cares about developing general wine com-
petence ... and about the consumption and appreciation of fine
wines by themselves and as parts of meals. Similarly, insofar
as one is a rational agent, one cares about developing one’s de-
liberative competence and sensitivity to reason and one chooses
environments, projects, and activities that allow scope for delib-
erative control of thought and action. In this way the exercise
of practical reason can be the object of practical reason, much
as the exercise of wine connoisseurship can be the object of the

wine connoisseur.38

I might agree that practical reason can form an object of practical delib-
eration. But the question concerns why it must. The mere fact that, as a
rational agent, I am committed to subjecting my desires to a regimen of de-
liberative endorsement does not entail that I ought to subject them to this or
that regimen of deliberative endorsement. In order for the agency argument
to establish perfectionism, there must be some mistake that the hedonist
makes in treating pleasure as the ultimate object of her practical deliber-
ation. A wine connoisseur is committed to developing wine competence.

38Brink, “The Significance of Desire”, §7.
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But a rational agent is committed—if she is committed to this much—only
to developing and deliberating in accordance with some conception of the
good. It might be that I am a hedonist. I believe that the best sort of life
for me would be one that is the most pleasurable, whether this is part of the
core account of moral personality or not. I must still subject my desires to a
process of deliberative endorsement: I will wonder whether my desires prop-
erly lead to hedonic fulfillment. Without doing that, I fail to be an agent.
But, so far, I fail to see why the hedonist is wrong or mistaken in treating
pleasure, rather than the development of her perfectionist capacities, as the
object of her will.

Of course, even the hedonist must recognize that the capacities that make
one a moral agent are valuable. Brink is surely right to this extent: any
rational agent must value the capacities that make her rational. Without
them the hedonist will be unable to subject her desires to testing for hedonic
satisfaction, for instance. The exercise and development of one’s rational
capacities must be present in the autonomous agent, no matter what that
agent’s conception of the good is. But notice that this claim need not imply
perfectionism. One need only be committed, say, to the value of a sufficient
threshold of rationality and deliberative capacity in order to exercise one’s
ability to choose. Nothing so far has required that we develop our nature qua
agents (in this case, our rational and deliberative capacities) to the greatest
possible extent. It requires only that we develop our rational capacities
enough to be able to subject our desires to deliberative endorsement, enough
to decide which glass of beer would be most pleasurable, for example.

But even granting this, we need not regard this sufficient threshold of
rational agency capacity as intrinsically valuable in itself. The extent to
which the hedonist is committed to valuing these capacities here is merely
instrumental; it is only because having these capacities leads the hedonist to
subject her desires to deliberative scrutiny in the pursuit of additional he-
donic satisfaction that these deliberative capacities are valuable. Of course,
they often do lead to such satisfaction. Indeed, they are likely necessary for
such satisfaction. But this fact by itself does not entail that these capacities
are intrinsically valuable or form a part of the hedonist’s good. The hedo-
nist is a hedonist. In order to be a moral agent, the hedonist need not be
committed to valuing as intrinsically valuable the core capacities of moral
agency. She need only be committed to valuing them insofar as they help
her achieve her own, hedonic, conception of the good.

So it seems to me that the agency argument by itself is missing a premise.
It is missing a premise to the effect that the capacities essential to prac-
tical reason must be central to our conceptions of the good—without this
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premise, the agency argument can establish only the requirement of delib-
erative endorsement, not perfectionism. One sure-fire way of supplementing
the agency argument, however, is to appeal to people’s conceptions of the
good directly. In other words, one might illustrate the sort of capacities that
are essential to moral agency and moral personality, and attempt to con-
vince agents that those capacities themselves ought to be in their conception
of the good. But this is a different argument. This is an intuitive argument:
it is appealing to the intuitive plausibility of having one’s conception of the
good be a perfectionist conception of the good. Without this argument, the
agency argument fails to establish perfectionism. Nothing about the core
account of moral personality entails that moral persons must hold that the
core account is itself intrinsically valuable. Whether they ought to believe
such capacities are intrinsically valuable is a matter to be settled by consid-
eration of those capacities themselves, not their status as essential to moral
personality.

4. The Intuitive Argument

The failure of the essence and agency arguments are similar in structure.
Neither argument is independently plausible, independent, that is, of a di-
rect appeal to the value of the perfectionist capacities themselves. The
problem, however, applies to perfectionism generally: (1) in the perfection-
ist scheme seems implausible without a prior commitment to the value of the
capacities picked out in (2). However, the failure of these arguments might
not be seen as much of a defect of perfectionism. After all, these arguments
were “top-down,” seeking to explain the appeal of (1) directly. But there still
remains the “bottom-up” argument: explaining the appeal of perfectionism
by the appeal of the case-by-case verdicts of perfectionism. The argument
from considered judgment is significant and powerful. If perfectionism can
deliver verdicts that we can get behind, this should be evidence enough that
the development of our natures forms the proper account of welfare.

One perspicuous way of drawing out the intuitive plausibility of perfec-
tionism is to compare it to a desiderative account of well-being, one that
would license the quality of lives that many of us think base or unworthy
of the human good. Brink, for instance, notes that we would not want our
children to develop lives devoted to the dogged collection of laundry lint,
grass counting, or various base or unchallenging activities. It is intuitive,
according to Brink, to believe that such lives are bad though they might
in fact be desired by, even pleasurable for, the person who lives them. But
perfectionism, says Brink, has the proper answer: “perfectionism is well po-
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sitioned to accommodate and explain the evident fact that intellectually and
emotionally rich lives are unconditionally good and intellectually and emo-
tionally shallow lives are unconditionally bad for a person with the normal
range of intellectual, emotional, and physical capacities.” 3

I will challenge the intuitive superiority of perfectionism below. My first
response, however, is that without some argument that establishes the plau-
sibility of (1) directly, such as the agency or essence arguments, the intuitive
argument does no good for perfectionism. Without the “top-down” argu-
ments, in other words, the “bottom-up” argument is powerless to support
perfectionism. Assume that the development and exercise of our perfection-
ist capacities is as intuitive as you please. Perhaps we agree with perfection-
ism in every case in which it issues a verdict, and assume that these intuitions
are stable. But evaluative theory is underdetermined by intuitive data. One
needn’t be a perfectionist to agree about the value of these capacities. One
could be an objective list theorist. Furthermore, one could be a pluralist
of the sort suggested by Parfit, and developed in more detail by Robert
Adams; one could maintain that the good involves the “enjoyment of the
excellent.”#? One could, it seems to me, even endorse a form of hedonism,
i.e., Feldman’s “desert-adjusted intrinsic attitudinal hedonism.”*! Indeed,
these alternative views can recommend that a good life will necessarily in-
clude these intuitively good capacities; Feldman’s view, for instance, might
suggest that intrinsically good instances of pleasure include only pleasure
taken in the exercise of objectively valuable capacities. (The Parfit-Adams-
Feldman hybrid views might be unable to accommodate an intuition—if it is
an intuition—that perfection yields welfare even in the absence of pleasure.
Even so, a standard objective list view can support all intuitive verdicts by
simply designing the list in a way that fully captures these verdicts.)

In order for perfectionism to be supported in light of the plausibility of
developing one’s perfectionist capacities, it must be the case that perfec-
tionism, i.e., (1), is itself more plausible than these competing alternatives.
But this would require support—independent of the intuitive value of the
perfectionist capacities—for the claim that developing what is in our natures
is constitutive of our good. But given the failure of the previous arguments,
perfectionism cannot make this claim plausibly. The plausibility of these
arguments depend entirely on the value of the capacities they pick out. But

39Brink, “The Significance of Desire”, §8.

408ee Robert Adams, Finite and Infinite Goods (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1999),
ch. 3; Parfit, op. cit.

4LCf. Feldman, Pleasure and the Good Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004),
§5.3.
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it appears as though perfectionism is just one among many theories that can
accommodate the value of these capacities.

Perfectionists might respond by noting that though (1) is not plausible
independently of its particular verdicts, perfectionism possesses theoretical
virtues lacked by these alternatives. For example, it might be suggested that
though the objective list view can draw support from the intuitive nature of
perfectionist capacities, the objective list view has theoretical defects that
make accepting perfectionism plausible. Brink writes: “One form of objec-
tivism is a list of objective goods, such as knowledge, beauty, achievement,
friendship, and equality. Such a list may seem the only way to capture the
variety of intrinsic goods. But if it is a mere list of goods, with no unifying
strands, it begins to look like a disorganized heap of goods.”*?

But any old theory cannot claim a victory on the basis of theoretic
unity. I might unify disparate value judgments by writing them down on a
piece of paper, and claiming that the “paper theory of welfare” gains points
for theoretic unification: all and only those things written on my piece of
paper are part of well-being. But this would be no victory whatsoever for
the “paper theory”. The appeal to theoretic unity is only successful if the
theory under consideration has explanatory power. The “paper theory”
fails this test. Being written on a piece of paper is unlikely to explain
why some particular thing is valuable. But perfectionism does little better.
Whether developing our nature is good for us depends—it depends fully on
what is in our nature, so construed. And if this is the case, perfectionism
cannot explain why these capacities are good for agents. Perfectionism needs
support that is independent of the intuitive argument, support it appears
not to have.

If the arguments given in previous sections fail to provide support for the
perfectionist claim, i.e., that what is in our nature is intrinsically good for us,
perfectionism is, at best, on a par with other objective views. Perfectionists,
it appears, must rely on the intuitive support of the relevant capacities, but
this intuitive support cannot support perfectionism uniquely. Thus even if
we agree with the intuitive nature of these capacities, perfectionism per se
can take no solace.

But this still leaves the proposal that perfectionism accommodates our
intuitions better than, perhaps not all rivals, but many. But should we agree
that the development of these particular capacities is intuitive? I think the
intuitive case is far from a slam-dunk. There is a large and growing cata-
logue of important counter-examples to perfectionism; by way of conclusion

42Brink, “The Significance of Desire”, §6.
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I'll offer a few here.
A. Jerry

Jerry strongly desires to be a lint collector, believing it to be a noble and
worthy pursuit. However, he is hampered by living on a remote desert island
devoid of laundry machines. Jerry thus fails in his goal, which causes him
extreme misery and melancholy. Unable to fulfill his dreams, Jerry takes up
irrigation studies, and is able to successfully irrigate his desert island from a
small source of fresh water. Despite this, Jerry regards his life as an extreme
disappointment.

What should we think of Jerry? On a perfectionist view, Jerry’s life
went better for having been lost on the desert island. Rather than taking
up this base and unchallenging project of lint collection, Jerry took up the
very challenging project of irrigating an entire island with limited water re-
sources. On any perfectionist view worth the name, this sort of a life is
better than a life of lint collecting. But is this really true? I am unlikely to
convince any devoted perfectionists to the claim that Jerry qua irrigationist
lives a worse life than he would have lived qua lint collector. In any event,
it is not obvious to me that Jerry’s life is better for having been stranded.
After all, lint collecting was no passing whim; he believed it to be a worthy
pursuit. He actually lived a life that, by his own lights, was significantly
worse. Though I'm not totally convinced that life as a lint collector would
be better for him, I am also not convinced of the perfectionist suggestion.

B. Ronald

But perfectionism goes even further. For perfectionism, no matter how
strongly a particular life is desired, or how strongly a particular agent be-
lieves that life valuable, that life can be bettered by another life that is
better endowed with the development and exercise of perfectionist capac-
ities. Take, for example, Ronald. Assume that Ronald is a committed
subsistence farmer, a person who desires to live close to the soil, etc. Now
assume that Ronald is offered the opportunity to become (and would be
successful as) a theoretical physicist. But the subsistence farmer does not
engage in his profession as a result of lack of options; Ronald is strongly
committed to the value of living close to the soil, of evading the trappings
of an industrial society. Furthermore, he is wary of the overwhelming drive
of humanity to understand the deepest secrets of the universe. He regards
it, and the development of the capacities that might lead to it, as a form of
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hubris in the face of the almighty. So he remains a farmer. This person may
maintain some rational activities, of course. But assume, plausibly, that
the extent to which the subsistence farmers life would be reflective of his
rational capacities would be heightened as a theoretical physicist. (If this
is not plausible, one can simply alter the case.) Nevertheless, it is plausible
to believe that life as a subsistence farmer is better for this person than the
life of a theoretical physicist.

The perfectionist might respond by claiming that one important feature
of the relevant perfectionist capacities is the capacity to enjoy or to regard
as valuable the exercise of one’s rational/deliberative capacities. In other
words, enjoyment of the excellent, as Adams puts it, is a further perfection-
ist capacity, which would be lost to Ronald and is lost to Jerry. One might
also put this as a claim about choice: an important perfectionist capacity
involves the use of practical reason to choose the life of perfectionist capac-
ities. Hence one might think that even on a perfectionist view, Jerry’s life
qua irrigationist is of lesser quality than one might believe. Response: enjoy-
ment (or choice) of the excellent is one perfectionist capacity among others;
a loss of enjoyment (or the failure of choice) can hence be made up for by
the additional development of other perfectionist capacities. As Hurka notes
about the choice constraint, “Even if autonomy has some value, it cannot
have so much as to outweigh,” the value of, say, “all Mozart’s music.”4? The
same should be said about enjoyment. And even lacking such further excel-
lences, it seems to me, the perfectionist is committed to saying that Jerry’s
life as an irrigationist is better endowed with perfectionist value than his life
would have been qua lint collector. (Importantly, we can vary the cases in
order to override the lack of enjoyment or choice on the part of the agents.
For instance, we might insist that Ronald as a theoretical physicist discovers
quantum gravity, or proves the existence of parallel universes, or discovers
a feasible method of time travel, or something of this nature. Even in these
cases, I regard Ronald’s subsistence farming as better.)**

43Hurka, 149.

4 This argument could be blocked if responding adequately to one’s perfectionist ca-
pacities is an essential requirement of any life of perfectionist value. One might say that
choosing a life one regards as good or worthy of choice is a necessary condition of per-
fectionist value. But I find it difficult to see how such a claim could be supported by
perfectionism, insofar as perfectionism is construed as developing those capacities that
are essential to our nature. Living a life that one regards as choiceworthy might be one
way to develop our rational capacities, but it is not the only way. Hurka convincingly
argues that “[t]heoretical and practical perfection both develop rationality, and do so in
structurally similar ways. Both are products of natural selection, and nothing in their
character or origins makes one more desirable than the other. Why should rationality
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C. Ronald and the Bugs

Even if one grants the supreme importance of choice or enjoyment of one’s
perfectionist capacities, however, any perfectionist view must say that if an
agent is indifferent between lives of greater or lesser development of perfec-
tionist capacities, the life with just slightly more perfectionist achievement
wins out. Assume now that Ronald is presented not with the opportunity to
become a theoretical physicist, but the opportunity to become a subsistence
farmer on a slightly more challenging farm, i.e., a farm that not only has
to be rid of boll weevils, but also stink bugs. Let’s assume, however, that
Ronald is neutral with regard to the difficulty involved in ridding farms of
bugs. On reflection, Ronald doesn’t care how many bugs he must eradicate.
However, there is one difference for Ronald; the first farm and not the second
has a very comfortable couch. The enjoyment of the couch for Ronald has
no perfectionist value. We might characterize it, as does Richard Arneson,
as a “cheap thrill.”*®> Because Ronald is neutral between the challenges that
each farm presents, and because the couch has no perfectionist value, perfec-
tionism seems committed to suggesting that a life on the more challenging
farm would be better for Ronald.

Should we agree? My intuition says no. In fact, moving to a more diffi-
cult farm would be worse for Ronald, not just because it would cost him his
comfortable couch—though this is a significant reason—but also because it is
more difficult in a way that Ronald doesn’t value. If perfectionism is com-
mitted to the value of exercising one’s theoretical and practical rationality,
difficult activities will have more value; difficult activities require a greater
exercise of these capacities.*® I can understand the value of difficulty when
that difficulty is sought after or prized. To the extent that one values her
mountain climbing ability, she values her ability to perform difficult tasks,
and the more difficult (K2, Cerro Torre) the climb, the more valuable the
achievement. But perfectionism says that even in the face of pure agential
indifference vis-a-vis perfectionist capacities, difficult activities are better. I

in conduct, in how we change the world, count less than rationality in how we form our
beliefs? Why should a structure of ends have less value than a similar structure of judg-
ments?” (Hurka, 86.) Certain forms of perfectionism might require that a valuable life be
regarded as choiceworthy (perhaps Green’s emphasis on deliberative agency lends itself to
such a view: living a life that one does not choose or does not value cannot be an exercise
of one’s capacities qua moral, deliberative agent). But I hereby record my skepticism that
this claim can be plausibly sustained.

45 Arneson, 120.

“®Hurka is explicit concerning the value of difficult activities. See Hurka, 123-8.
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find this implausible on reflection, especially when an agent is not indifferent
between two activities tout court (as a result of cheap thrills, etc.).

I think we should have doubts about the intuitive welfare value of devel-
oping our rational and perfectionist capacities. My doubts are not disposi-
tive: they do not show that perfectionism suffers from insuperable intuitive
difficulties. But in light of the failure of perfectionism to draw support from
even a rock-solid argument from intuition, any sense in which the argument
from intuition is less than rock-solid should give us significant reason to
doubt that the intuitive argument supports perfectionism.

5. Conclusion

I have shown that three important arguments for perfectionism fail. Though
my argument has not canvassed all possibilities, the arguments I offer here
should have wide resonance against perfectionism of various varieties. Hu-
man nature under whatever description appears to be a poor explanation of
value.

Importantly, I have established that any perfectionist view faces a bur-
den. It must show that the appeal to the core account of z-hood is, of itself,
evaluatively important. This is for two reasons. First, in order for any argu-
ment from intuition to succeed for perfectionism, there must be independent
reason to believe that perfectionism (rather than the objective list view, for
instance) explains and systematizes these intuitions. Second, because the
argument from intuition appears to falter at several points, the appeal of
human nature (or whatever 2 one appeals to) must be strong enough in itself
to override the counterintuitive verdicts of such an appeal. I am skeptical
that any perfectionist theory can manage this task, but I leave open the
possibility that such a view might be found.
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