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Some writers have so confounded society with government, as to leave
little or no distinction between them; whereas, they are not only different, but have different origins. Society is produced by our wants,
and government by our wickedness; the former promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the fatter negatively by
restraining our vices. . . . The first is a patron, the last is a punisher.
-Thomas Paine, Common Sense'

C

LEARLY, THERE ARE A NUMBER OF WAYS in which One might
think that Thomas Paine's remarks restrict too narrowly the ends
that laws can legitimately be framed to serve. I will be concerned with
one of them. It has been said that the law may be used not only to
restrain our vices but to increase our virtue as well: it can make better
people of us and thereby positively promote-if not our happiness,
necessarily, then-what might be called "the quality of life." Perhaps
the most familiar statement of this notion of the legislator as a moral
educator is Aristotle's:

. . .we become just by the practice of just actions, self-controlled by exercising self-control, and courageous by performing acts of courage.
This is corroborated by what happens in states. Lawgivers make the
citizens good by inculcating habits in them, and this is the aim of every
lawgiver; if he does not succeed in doing that, his legislation is a f a i l ~ r e . ~

In other words, the law makes us good by compelling us to act as a
good person acts. More specifically, I assume that Aristotle is putting
: ~ be a good person is to possess cerforward the following p o ~ i t i o n To
tain virtues, such as courage. To each of these traits there corresponds
a certain class of actions, such as courageous actions. The law instills
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these traits by making us perform the acts that correspond to them.
This it does, I assume, by declaring what must be done and offering,
by specifying punishments for nonco~rnpliance,some extra incentive
for doing as it says. In complying with such declarations we gradually
form certain habits that either are virtues or are naturally transformed
into virtues when we reach a certain level of maturity and enlightenment.
Needing a name for it, I will call this model of how virtues arise
"the Aristotelian paradigm." Since the method of moral education it
recommends is perhaps the most obvious way in which the state might
accomplish this aim, I will call it "the political means of improving
character" or "the political means" for short. In what follows, I will
argue that the Aristotelian paradigm is an incorrect picture of how
character is changed for the better. I will also try to show that, for the
same reasons, the political means suffers from certain crippling deficiencies as a means of imparting precisely those virtues it seems most
likely to impart. These deficiencies should at least inspire caution in
legislators who contemplate using it. If I am right, it is in some contexts misleading to call it an instrument of moral education at all.
I will not claim that what I call the political means is the only way in
which the law and the state could possibly make us better.' Nor will I
claim that it must not play a role in any program of moral education
whatsoever. In this way, the case I will make will arrive at a less
sweeping conclusion than the most familiar arguments against the
political means, which always take the form of showing that the
political means should never be used. We shall soon see that these
arguments are inadequate, and the need to overcome the most
obvious difficulties they encounter will take us directly to one of the
most difficult questions of moral psychology: the question of how excellence of character is in fact instilled. Such arguments assume some
answer to this question and, as we shall see, it is only by offering a true
one that the political means can be plausibly criticized as a pedagogical method. I will offer an alternative answer in which something
like the work the Aristotelian paradigm assigns to the state will be performed instead by what Paine called "society." As I do so, I will also
offer reasons for rejecting a third alternative, which might be called
"the Kantian paradigm," the notion that moral education is accomplished largely by means of the student's own purely autonomous
insight. As far as specific policy recommendations are concerned, the
case I will make will be unspectacular, but if I manage to shed light on
the nature of moral education I think no one should complain.

SOMEFAMILIAR
ARGUMENTS
One objection to the political meanls is perhaps more obvious and
more often heard than the others. A straightforward example of it
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found in the writings of the American anarchist Albert J.
N ~ c k According
.~
to Nock, to control human behavior by means of
law is to control it "by force, by some form of outside compulsion."
Thus it is incompatible with freedom. Freedom, however, is a
necessary condition of "responsibility," because to be responsible,
Nock believes, means "to rationalize, construct and adhere to a code
of one's own." Responsibility, in turn, is a necessary condition of virtue. Thus the effort to create virtue by law destroys the very thing it is
intended to bring about. The political means is therefore simply selfdefeating.
This line of reasoning poses a number of problems, not the least of
which arises from the remarkably narrow conception of responsibility
it employs. If this is what responsibility is, it is surely practiced by very
few of the people who actually exist in this world: most people do not
live by a code they have constructed themselves, nor even by one they
have thought about critically to any large extent. For the most part
they accept the principles they live by as social conventions; that is,
they accept them because they are accepted by others, who have ac~ fact presents anyone who
cepted them for the same r e a ~ o n .This
holds Nock's position with a dilemma. On the one hand, if this is what
responsibility is, social convention is at least as incompatible with it as
law is. Thus if Nock's reasoning shows anything about the law it
shows that social convention as such prevents people from being
responsible. Since such conventions are in large part the basis of
human life as we know it, this would seem to mean that most people
are not responsible and, presumably, that they have no moral worth.
Since such a conclusion must surely seem too harsh even to most
cynics, it is a good reason for abandoning this notion of responsibility. But this would destroy the argument as a critique of attempts to
create virtue by making it legally obligatory. The argument therefore
proves both too much and too little.
We encounter a problem similar to the one confronting Nock's
remarks in what is surely the most famous critique of the idea that virtue can be created by enforcing it legally. This is the "fugitive and
cloistered virtue" passage in John Milton's Areopagitica. In it, he
says:

may be

As therefore the state of man now is, what wisdom can there be to
choose, what continence to forbear without the knowledge of evil? He
that can apprehend and consider vice with all her baits and seeming
pleasures, and yet abstain, and yet distinguish, and yet prefer that which
is truly better, he is the true warfaring Christian. I cannot praise a
fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed. . . .Assuredly
we bring not innocence into the world, we bring impurity rather: that
which purifies us is trial, and trial is by what is contrary.'
Like Nock's argument, Milton's assumes a moral theory: virtue requires a certain sort of knowledge, and this knowledge must include
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acquaintance with models of bad thought and conduct. Thus, it is
precisely by attempting to "banish all objects of lust"s from the community that law defeats the purpose proposed by Aristotle, which is to
make us more virtuous. Milton's alternative is the one expressed in the
form of a paradox by the "revised motto" of Mark Twain's "The
Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg9': "Lead us into temptation."
Milton's argument suffers from a rather serious shortcoming. He
wants to say, not merely that the political means of promoting virtue
is a bad one, but that at least in some circumstances there is a better
one. "Impurity and remissness, for certain, are the bane of a commonwealth; but there the great art lies, to discern in what the law is to
bid restraint and punishment, and in what things persuasion only is to
work."9 But why is persuasion ever any better than the law in this
respect? To the extent that it works a.t all, it eliminates temptation
from our lives and will presumably produce the same problem he
believes to be generated by the law. Indeed, Milton's argument settles
on the one characteristic that aN means to ethical improvement have in
If it proves anything
common, to the extent that they are suc~essful.'~
about the law it therefore proves the sa.me thing about all of them. It
gives no reason for preferring one successful method over another.
Since neither Milton nor anyone else wants to oppose all of them, his
argument is at best incomplete. Those who like it as far as it goes can
only use it as a criticism of the political means if, at least, they find
some feature of some alternative, such as convention, which compensates for the effect exposed by Milton, making it a superior method."
A little reflection will show that the remarks of Nock and Milton indicate a problem that confronts any attempt to criticize the political
means of improving character. It is obvious that social conventions
resemble laws in a number of ways. Any attempt to criticize the
political means is in some danger of going too far and opposing
reliance on social convention as well. Perhaps, as I have suggested, we
can only avoid this danger by indicating some relevant difference between these two ways of controlling behavior. I will try to indicate
such a difference in what follows, but first I will attempt to diminish
the plausibility of the paradigm suggested by Aristotle's remarks.

First, it is not difficult to see at least that actions (including abstentions from action) that are done because the law requires them are different in kind from virtuous actions. Whether an action is virtuous or
not depends partly on the reason for which it is done: to give something to someone in order to curry their favor is not to be generous.
When a lawgiver gives us a law requiring some action that was
previously not required by law, he gives us two new reasons for performing that action, and it is for these reasons that it will be perform-
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ed more frequently than before. First, laws that require us to act in
certain ways are widely seen as commands issued by a body of persons
having the authority to do so, and thus those who see it this way will
see the fact that the law requires something of them as by itself a
reason for doing what it requires. Second, such laws bring with them
penalties that make it less desirable t o omit the required action than it
was before.
It is easy to see that neither of these reasons by themselves can make
what we do virtuous. Consider the first one. Suppose that I am a
member of a mass movement, an admirer of its charismatic leader.
One day our leader issues an order that all members of the movement
must give all they have to those in need, and I immediately begin to do
it. If this makes me a generous person, then by the same token if my
leader cancels his order and forbids us to give to the needy then I immediately cease being a generous person. If he replaces the order with
another commanding that we fight the enemies of the movement in
spite of the danger involved, I become courageous: if he reverses
himself again and commands extreme prudence I become something
else. Obviously, virtues-and
vices-do
not change as easily as
authoritative directives do. Such traits are what Aristotle called hexeis, relatively permanent dispositions to act in certain ways. Obedience
can give one a disposition to act in the same ways, but the disposition
is apparently different in kind from those that constitute one's
character. Obedience to authority does not generate any virtues by
itself.
This is if anything more obvious in the case of the second reason for
doing as the laws enjoin. Giving things to people in order to avoid a
penalty is no more generous than doing it in order to curry favor.
Separately, neither obedience nor fear of retribution are the sort of
reason that virtue requires and they will be equally insufficient when
they are combined, as they often are when one does something
because the law requires it. What is perhaps more interesting is that
what we have seen so far suggests that, in a limited way, Nock was
right: virtue does seem to rest on a certain minimal sort of autonomy,
if not on the extreme kind he describes. To have a trait like courage or
generosity is to act on the basis of one's own notions about the right
and the good. This would explain why virtue does not change as easily
as the behavior of an obedient person: such notions are themselves
relatively fixed characteristics of a person.12 In acting obediently one
acts on the basis of the directives of others, which change much more
readily than one's own principles do.
The fact that virtuous conduct is quite different from actions that
are done because the law requires them is not fatal to the Aristotelian
paradigm. Aristotle himself, in fact, seems to recognize the difference
between them.') But if authoritative commands and the penalties attached to them can make us better persons by making us act as better
persons act then they must, by making us act that way, teach us the
notions about what is right and good that make us better people. By
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considering an example, we can see that, in a way, such methods do
teach us ideas of this sort, but we can also see that it does not appear
to be true in the way that the Aristotelian paradigm requires.
Let us take an extreme case. Mary's son, Peter, is five years old and
no more concerned with the welfare of others than most boys his age.
She decides that he will not grow up to be a truly charitable person
unless she guides him in that direction. She lays down a rule to the effect that he must give his best toy to any needy child he meets. She
knows he is a good boy and generally does what she tells him to do,
but to help make sure of it she hints that he will be punished if he
disobeys. Eventually he forms a painful habit of doing what the rule
says. Before long, though, something unforeseen happens: he conceives a powerful disliking for children who have something "wrong"
with them. Children who are lame or blind or sick become more
odious to him than broccoli or spinach. This odium is in a way quite
rational in the present circumstances and is based on something he has
learned: namely, that people with disabilities are bad. He has learned
this because his mother has made it true. She has altered his situation
in such a way that people with disabilities have become bad in the
sense that they are now bad for him, like poison. Even if, due to a certain natural sympathy with the sufferings of others, he minds sacrificing his interests to theirs less than he would have without it, it remains
true that they are destructive of his interests. Since all the most powerfully visible evidence he has on the matter leads to this conclusion, it
would actually be irrational of him not to draw it. In a way, he has
learned the principle she meant him to learn. She meant to teach him
that he should act in a certain way and he has learned it. But she also
wanted him to learn that others are worthy of respect and concern.
This is shown by the fact that she wanted him to be a charitable person
and not simply a compulsive giver. But somehow he has learned virtually the opposite of this.
In the Aristotelian paradigm, the formation of a virtue is the formation of a certain habit. We can see now that this is at best only part of
the story of how such traits are formed. Mary has given Peter precisely
that habit she would be giving hiin in teaching him to be charitable,
but she has not taught him to be charitable. Peter consistently gives to
those in need, but he does so with a resentful, teeth-gritting attitude
which, as Aristotle tells us, is inconsistent with virtuous giving.I4 What
is missing from this sort of account is an explanation of how the moral
educator is to impart to the student an understanding, in terms of notions of what is right or good, of thepoint of the activity in which he is
being drilled. Any activity, in order to qualify as a form of education,
must give the instructor a certain measure of control over how the student sees things after the activity is completed. I have described Mary
as using educational resources-namely, authoritative commands and
punishments-which are precisely the ones that the political means
employs. As I have described the situation so far, the control that the
instructor exercises over how the point is taken seems very poor.
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The problem remains even if we alter my admittedly extreme example in ways that make it more realistic. We might suppose, for instance, that Mary attempts to impart a rule about giving that is more
reasonable than the one I have her trying to instill. But any rule which
requires giving to others would ensure that to some extent Peter's interests come into conflict with the interests of others, thus opening the
possibility of his drawing the conclusions I have him drawing. Again,
we might introduce into the example the familiar fact that moral
education proceeds by precept as well as habituation-that authoritative commands and punishments are not the only means employed.
That is, we might have Mary telling her son that the point of all this is
that others have dignity and importance as well as oneself, and that
their welfare thus merits our concern. But why would he believe this?
It is true that her-to him-awesome parental authority helps to make
her pronouncements credible, but all the facts she presents him with
lead in another direction. So far, she does not seem to have an even
minimally reliable method of influencing which way he will go. What
is worse, nothing in all this suggests how he is even to understand what
such precepts mean. Such assertions are not self-explanatory, and this
one conflicts with all the palpable facts she has presented him with,
since they point to the conclusion that others are dangerous to him
and therefore to be avoided insofar as they need his concern.
Notice, finally, that the story I have told does not in any way
assume that Peter possesses an ineradica.ble, natural instinct to be
"selfish." I have made two psychological assumptions about him,
neither of which commits me to a controversial theory about human
nature. First, I have assumed that he has certain desires-whatever
their nature and wherever they come from-which run contrary to the
rule he has learned. If this were not so, there would be no point in laying down the rule at all. Second, I have assumed that he really believes
the rule he has learned. Due to the regard he has for his mother's
authority, he may even be quite incapable of doubting the correctness
of the rule. Consequently, he believes that he really ought to give his
toys to needy children he meets. This is precisely why they have
become so odious to him: whenever one of them appears, he thinks he
really must do something that is painful to him, something that is
peculiarly painful because he does not see the point of it. Though he
believes the rule he must, so far, find it more or less meaningless and
even, in a way, absurd.

RULESAND UNDERSTANDING
So far, my efforts to undermine the Aristotelian paradigm rather
obviously have something in common with the arguments I considered
earlier. I have tried to show that the educational efficacy of the law is
limited to the extent that its resources are those singled out by the
theory I have attributed to Aristotle. It is already obvious, however,

68

REASON PAPERS NO. 10

that the same resources are employed in the sort of instruction that occurs in the home, in which we make our initial acquaintance with
social conventions. The problem I have posed for the law seems to afflict social convention as well. This is so despite the fact that I have applied a requirement of autonomous moral understanding that is considerably less drastic than the one applied by Nock. Later I will attempt to show that, in fact, such conventions make certain other
resources available, in the home and elsewhere, which do meet my
less drastic requirement while the political means does not. First,
however, I will need to describe in somewhat more detail the problem
1 have posed.
Both law and social norms serve primarily to regulate our relations
with others. Both contain rules which, Rike the one laid down by Mary
in my example, propose that we promote the interests of others. Both
also include rules that in various ways require us to refrain from doing
things which damage the interests of others. It might be supposed that
the difficulties encountered by p a r y arise from the fact that she was
teaching the first sort of rule, but in fact problems of the same kind
are raised by the second sort as well. Rules that prevent us from harming others always either require that we forgo goods we could otherwise secure (by picking pockets, and so forth), or else they require us
to give up some good we might otherwise keep (for instance, by refusing to pay our bills). On the whole, it costs us a great deal to observe
such rules. In a way, they present other people as threats and obstacles
to the pursuit of our own interests. Perhaps even a child can see that
we are nonetheless all better off if we all obey rules of this sort. Yet it
is rather more obvious that he can see that there is another situation in
which he is still better off-namely, that in which everyone else obeys
them and he does not. The rules are a help if others follow them and a
hindrance if he does.
What is interesting, though, is the fact that, while this is in a way
what the rules of morality are like, a moral person does not see them
that way. If he believes in a rule prohibiting theft, he does not see it as
an obstacle to his enriching himself by stealing the purse of the woman
standing next to him at the subway station. To see a rule as an obstacle
is, in itself, perfectly consistent with believing in the rightness of the
rule. I can believe that I really ought to stop for all stop signs and yet
be very irritated when one delays me in meeting an important appointment. Why does a moral person not see persons and the moral rules
that protect them from harm in this light? The answer suggested by
my remarks on the case of Peter is that he "respects" persons in a way
that we do not normally "respect" stop signs. Yet the rules themselves
do not support any positive attitude toward persons at all, while they
do support a certain negative attitude-namely, seeing others as
obstructions. On the other hand, while they do not support respect,
they do require it. If we are to acquire any of the virtues expressed by
following these rules-honesty, considerateness, and the like-we
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must somehow acquire respect for others.15
It appears that any institution that instills the virtues which both the
law and social convention can most plausibly be thought to give us
must somehow teach us respect for others. What we need, then, is
some insight into what this respect amounts to and how such institutions might teach it. To this end, it will help to draw a distinction-an
informal one will be sufficient-between two kinds of rules, one of
which I have thus far ignored.
So far, I have treated social norms that are examples of a class of
rules that also includes the kind of laws the political means employs:
these are rules which tell us what to do and what not to do. In all the
examples I have cited, they also, in one way or another, determine the
distribution of various goods which, of course, exist independently of
the rules that distribute them. Such rules, which might be called
"substantive rules," can be contrasted with what I will call
"ceremonial rules."16 Ceremonial rules do not declare who shall have
goods of this kind. Indeed, they do not even tell us what to do or not
to do. They only specify ways in which we can engage in certain activities if we wish or need to. We are quite familiar with such rules in
virtue of having observed them. We begin an encounter with others by
saying "Hello" and asking how they are, we end it by saying "Goodbye." We make requests and ask permissions; if granted them, we give
thanks. If we do not do such things at the time or place which some
substantive rule requires, we make apologies and give excuses. As
these examples suggest, the activities these rules might be said to
regulate would not exist if rules of this kind did not exist. When we say
"Hello" we are engaging in an activity called a "salutation" and, if it
were not for the rule which says that we can accomplish it by saying
"Hello," and other rules like it, there would be no such thing as a
salutation. The same is true of making requests, giving thanks, and all
other activities of this sort. Further, these activities are important to
us only because of their expressive function and, although it is not
always easy to say just what they express, it always has something to
do with the agent's appreciation of the person to whom they are done.
The lesson of ceremonial observances seems to be that others must be
approached gingerly and left with a benediction: we must not assume
too much or handle them too roughly.
It is not difficult to see how a child can be brought to learn this
lesson by being taught to follow ceremonial rules. Consider the
following story. Young Paul wants to play with a pair of binoculars
belonging to his uncle John. John has let him use them in the past and,
thinking that John wouldn't object to his having them now, Paul
takes them. But his mother, Martha, makes it clear to him that this is
not the way one goes about getting what someone else has already got:
you must ask him for it first, and say "please." Paul asks his uncle if
he can please use the binoculars and is immediately told he has done it
wrong: one says "may," not "can." If your request is granted, you
say "thank you." He soon masters these rules well enough. He cannot
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doubt their correctness, since he has them on the infallible authority
of his mother. He even possesses evidence of their correctness:
somehow, people become angry and unpleasant if you take something
they have, even if they have no objection to giving it to you, without
first saying words like "may," "please," and "thank you." If you
say the words, however, they are soothed and happy. There are many
ways in which one must avoid jarring people's feelings, and this is one
of them. He has learned his lesson.
Yet Paul is really in more or less the same position that Peter was in
after Mary laid down her new rule: he: has faith in certain principles
but does not understand them. Why do people have such volatile feelings about such things in the first place, and why do these words have
the apparently magic power to soothe these feelings? If Paul had the
sophisticated intellectual resources of a social scientist or a
philosopher there would be many answers he could give to these questions. For instance, he might suppose that people are proud of the
things they possess because such things show that they have the power
it takes to accumulate them. Thus, they hate to have things taken from
them because it is a challenge to their power: they would rather give or
lend things than have them taken, since giving or lending shows that
they have the power to dispose of what they have according to their
whims and without any hindrance. Alternatively, Paul might think
that people simply want to keep in their possession as many things as
possible, and that they insist on the practice of asking permission
because it enables them to say c4no,"so that they can maintain the size
of their hoard. Because he is only a child, however, Paul cannot indulge in such imaginative speculations. Fortunately, though, he does
not need to. It is obvious to him that Martha and John understand the
rules he has learned; for him, to understand them is simply to know
how adults understand them.
This method of understanding rules, unlike the method in which
one relies on one's own imagination, can only lead to one conclusion.
These principles are related in definite ways to other ideas that adults
use, including especially the notions of "yours" and "mine." The
practices of asking, granting, and refusing permission are among
those which mark the boundaries between what is yours and what is
mine. Paul is aware that he need not seek permission to use something
that already belongs to him; he also knows that he need not seek permission in order to come into possession of something which he is being given as a gift, or which he is taking in trade.
Sometimes, though, Paul wants to get to use, on his own initiative,
something that is not his and for which he offers nothing in trade. The
practices concerning permissions make it possible to accomplish this
without simply taking what he wants. The use of this complicated apparatus makes sense to him when he realizes that it is one indication of
the fact that, in the adult world, people are ordinarily seen as having a
right to determine what happens to the things they possess: this is part
of what it means to say that these things are their things. Asking permission is a practice that makes it possible for Paul to acquire
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something possessed by someone else without violating that right,
which he would be violating if he were to simply take it. If he
understands this, he can understand the moves in the game he has
been taught in the way that adults understand them. By saying "may"
rather than "can" he signifies that he is asking that a right be transferred from someone else to him rather than asking for information.
By saying "please" and "thank you" he expresses an appreciation for
the fact that the thing he is asking for is not already his by right-that
it comes to him, if it does, as a gift. The entire activity, then, expresses
a respect for the boundaries between "mine" and "yours"-it
expresses a respect for the rights of others." If he comes to see and to
pursue the activity in this way, he has acquired in some degree the
respect for others that I have said underlies decent relations between
people.
The kind of training Paul has undergone is a more effective form of
moral instruction than the sort to which Peter was subjected. It is possible. on the basis of what I have said. to e x ~ l a i nthis fact. The rule
~ e t e ;learned was one of the substanti;e rules that regulate our relations with others. It was an example of the sort of substantive rule that
governs the distribution of things which, independently of these rules,
are regarded as good. Rules of this sort always require that we forgo
or relinquish such goods. Consequently, they have a certain tendency
to make us see others as threats or obstacles to the promotion of our
interests. It was precisely what Peter could see in light of his rule that
prevented him from grasping what respect is.
In a limited way, Paul's circumstances were like Peter's; they also
involved a substantive rule requiring him to forgo or relinquish
something antecedently regarded as good. This is the rule prohibiting
one from simply taking things which do not belong to oneself. But of
course it was not from this rule that Paul learned respect. He learned it
from a ceremonial rule and not from a substantive one. Ceremonial
rules in general are relatively costless to follow.18 It is not in itself
against one's interest to ask permission (rather the contrary, in fact).
This is true even if one knows in advance that the request will probably be refused. These rules make possible an activity which obviously
expresses something, and which is quite mysterious to someone in
Paul's position because he does not yet understand what it expresses.
As such it invites him to try to understand it. We have seen that the
practice he is confronted with, and others associated with it, provide
him with the materials he needs to succeed. Once he understands it, he
also understands substantive rules like the one that prohibits him from
simply taking things that do not belong to him: once he comes to see
others as having rights, he can appreciate rules that specify what rights
others have, and that is what rules like this one do. We have also seen
that to understand this practice is, in part, to understand what it is to
regard others with respect; it is also clear from what I have said that to
come to understand such respect under the influence of a certain sort
of authority is, to some extent, to come to possess it.
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It is time to stop and review the argument I have laid down so far, to
see what it has come to. Early on, I said Nock's argument has certain
undesirable consequences because of a rather extreme assumption he
makes regarding the sort of autonomy required for virtue. These consequences can be avoided if one replaces this assumption with the
much more reasonable one that one must act on principles which one
understands. The political means however cannot reliably impart this
kind of understanding because of the nature of the class of rules of
which the relevant kinds of laws are instances: such rules, in general,
place barriers in the way of achieving this sort of understanding.
There are certain conventions, however, which do have the capacity t o
impart this sort of understanding. This capacity is sufficient to deliver
us from the difficulties that I said were entailed by the assumptions
behind Milton's familiar criticism of the political means. It shows that
not all ways of promoting decent behavior are equal in this respect;
there is one that has virtues which compensate to some extent for
whatever limitations they might have in common.
What may we conclude concerning the relative merits of these two
kinds of rules as instruments of moral education? It is perhaps important to notice the difference here between what follows and what does
not. What follows is that, if they are considered separately, one of
them has the character of an instrument of education and the other
does not: one tends to lead to the required sort of understanding and
the other is apt to block it. However, it is obvious that such instruments are not used separately in the world we live in. As far as
what I have said is concerned, it is possible that substantive rules can
acquire such a character when they work in the context of a whole
system of educational means. It is possible that such rules could contribute something worthwhile to such a system, while other parts of
the system overcome the bad effects which, as I have claimed, they are
likely to produce. Indeed, we have good reason to believe that such a
system is possible, because the one we use t o raise our children seems
to be precisely of this sort: their behavior is held in place by all sorts of
substantive rules while other means of moral education do their work.
This is how I have described the case alf Paul earlier. It is part of the
value of the practices having to do with making requests that they
enable Paul to understand certain substantive rules such as the one
which prohibits him from simply taking what he wants. Presumably,
by helping him to grasp the point of such rules it also enables him to
follow them with greater alacrity than before.
As I said at the outset, my argument does not imply that the
political means ought never to be used.Ig However, it does imply
several other things which were not obvious in the beginning. First,
even in the context of the sort of system I have just imagined, the
political means has a rather peculiar status: if the system works, it is
because the other means function as adequate antidotes to the political
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means. They overcome its ill effects. This in turn suggests a second
point. If a legislator is pressing for a new use of the political means, if
he is trying to pass a new law to instill a virtue that will improve the
way his subjects treat one another, it is not enough for him to claim
that the actions enjoined by the proposed law are indeed those which
would spring from the neglected virtue itself. The measure he proposes is apt to have effects that run counter to his own purpose and
they will be overcome, if at all, by a complex system of beliefs and
practices over which he has little control. He must claim the undesirable effects of this measure are not too weighty to be overcome
by this system. This is a kind of claim which is obviously capable of
being false. It would be false, for instance, if it were made of the rule
that I have imagined Mary laying down for Peter. The difficulties involved in making such a claim may not be serious in the parent-child
relationship, where it is possible to see all the important effects and
easy to change the rule if it does not appear to be a good one. For
legislators, who in most states control the behavior of millions of people they can never know, they are much more likely to be formidable.
Whether they can be surmounted or not, they should not be ignored.
What I have said here also implies a third and more metaphysical
point, one which concerns the relative positions of society and the
state in the foundations of the moral life. The Aristotelian paradigm,
as I have defined it, depicts the process by which virtue is taught as being fundamentally like the one in which a drill instructor teaches his
soldiers to march. I have tried to show that part of the process of acquiring the other-regarding virtues which the law seems most likely to
instill is more like learning a language than it is like learning to march
or stand at attention, and that ceremonial rules provide the materials
for this crucial aspect of moral education. They provide the expressive
actions the meaning of which the student must grasp. This suggests
that legislators in fact cannot originate such rules. It is impossible for
the same reason that it is impossible for the law to originate a new
language. The resources of the political means-authoritative commands and punishments-can make people do what the legislator
wants them to do, but they cannot make them mean what the
legislator wants them to mean by what they do.
To the extent that what people mean is not a product of individual
fiat, it seems to arise from social conventions like those which govern
the use of language. We do not need to have a theory showing precisely how such rules originate in order to know that they are not made
by a specialized social organ which, like the state, imposes its rules on
those outside it. They appear to arise soinehow from voluntary relations among individuals. In a way, the position I have taken here can
be seen as a variant of the theme, which appeared above, that virtue
depends on freedom. But it is rather widely different from the variants
I considered there. Specifically, I have avoided the assumption that
virtue can only arise from purely autonomous individual insight. I
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have avoided suggesting that the individual must devise his principles

himself (by deriving them, perhaps, from the dictates of pure practical
reason), or even that he must subject them to critical examination,
However, I have supposed that he must understand them, and I have
tried to show that here the individual relies on the social background
of his actions. On this point, Aristotle, with his insistence that man is
a social being (zoon politikon), seems closer to the truth than an extreme individualist like Kant.=O
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