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The point of this talk is not to school you in the practice
of ethics, but to raise questions about the practice of ethics. There is a standard picture of the practice of ethics
that goes like this:
Ethical theory is done in a classroom. It is divided into normative theory, meta-ethics, and descriptive ethics. Students
learn to see how the ethics in their society and community
works; they learn how to discover true ethical beliefs and
sometimes discover them during class. Through meta-ethics,
they understand what it is to have an ethical belief. Then —
and here comes the practice part — they go out and practice
ethics.

In this picture, the domain of ethics is the domain of
everyday life, and academic life has the role of providing the theory of everyday life, in this case, the theory of
ethics. The point, then, is to apply what you learn in the
classroom. The school is the think-tank for your world.
Of course, the expression “ethics” is equivocal, and can
be a field of study, rather than the domain of what we
should do and how we should live. In the first picture, we
focused on a meaning of the word1 “ethics” that comes
up when we speak of someone being ethical or unethical.
When we do speak of someone being ethical, we mean
that her ethics are solid: she is, for instance, a good person, does the right thing, and so on. Here, ethics are not
primary theoretical, but are already practical. That is
why, in fact, the theory of ethics in the academy could be
seen as brushing up and polishing our ethics so that we

1
I do not think there is a substantial difference in this context
between calling “ethics” a “word” and calling it an “expression.” I
believe all words—provided they are in use in a community—are
expressions, but not all expressions are words. Words which are
not expressions are dead, or meaningless, words. My thinking on
this matter has been shaped by my reading of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (1995).
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can return to everyday life to practice it better, that is, to
be more ethical.
However, “ethics” also means a field of study, what we
are engaged in here, and where a professor of ethics has
her academic home. In this light, “the practice of ethics” refers to what we do when we study being ethical. It
refers to the academic practice of a field of knowledge.
To ask, here, about the practice of ethics is to ask how
we study ethics as a field of knowledge, our methods, the
assumptions of our investigations, what we do in the
classroom — that is, our pedagogy. For this sense of the
word “ethics”, there is also a standard picture. It looks
like this:
The practice of ethics just is ethical theory, whether descriptive, normative or meta-ethical. There are various ways to
practice ethical theory, but all of them must be responsible
to the demands of good theory. For instance, all of them
must attempt to be objective, clear, and attentive to the
problems of life. Moreover, all of them should involve close
and analytical reading and analytical writing of some sort.

Here, we have the practice of Ethics, the field of study,
rather than the practice of being ethical. And, indeed,
this is what my talk is about — the field of study — or I
would have titled it “the practice of being ethical.”
How should we practice the field of study called “Ethics”? That is, how should we study being ethical? In particular, should we study being ethical? Is the verb “to
study” the right verb to express the relation we want to
have between being ethical and our work to understand
it? Should it even be “understanding” that schooling in
ethics puts to the fore? What does it mean to “study”?
This group of questions around the infinitive “to study”
is not arbitrary. As it turns out the idea of studying ethics is assumed in both standard pictures I have presented.
That is, whether you understood the title of this talk to
speak to the practice of being ethical or understood it to
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mean the practice of the field of study Ethics, the standard picture of either in modern universities assumes
that, in school, you study being ethical. And I want to
question whether that assumption should be held.
Should we study being ethical?
Now this question struck me as odd when I raised it.
Schools are places of study. What else would one do with
any object of interest in education? You study it. Scholarship is vast, multi-generational, and has led to undeniable progress in our human condition. There must be
good reasons why we study what we want to understand,
rather than say, dance about it. Or, to be more precise,
the institution “school” is set up to study objects of
learning. If you want to learn about an object differently,
say, by dancing about it, you don’t go to school, but to a
community gathering. It’s not so much that the only way
to learn is to study but that schools are one of many ways
to learn, and they are set up for studying. To question

Eva with Dhaka Project kids, 2008.
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whether we should study being ethical is to question the
institution of the school.
Socrates, though, showed us that just because a belief
is common sense does not entail that is it justified. Just
because we — of course — study being ethical in school
does not entail that we should. Moreover, Socrates
showed us that, even if a common sense belief is justified, we seldom appreciate it fully until we question it.
I interpret his claim — reported by Plato (1981, 38a) —
that “the unexamined life is not worth living” as almost
a tautology. Worth is given to things by weighing them.
They may matter in themselves, but until we weigh them,
they are not worth anything. Now to weigh something
is to consider its importance. And the way we consider
something’s importance is to examine its significance.
So a life that is unexamined is not a worthwhile life. It
may matter in itself, but without examination it is not
worthwhile. That is, while its significance may strike us,
the relative importance of the significance will escape us.
Similarly, even if we should study being ethical in school,
we cannot expect going to school for that purpose to be
worthwhile until we question it.
Should we study ethics in school? Should we go to
school to study being ethical? What is the difference
between going to school to study being ethical and going
to school to be more ethical? And, if what we want is to be
more ethical, should we go to school for it? Before I take
my best shot at these questions, which involve questioning both what school and studying are, I want to show a
third picture of ethics. This picture once was standard,
certainly in antiquity, but some say up until the modern
age and the rise of the modern university. It looks like
this:
Ethics is a practice, whether you are stopping to think, or
are being ethical. In fact, the division between being ethical
and thinking about being ethical is specious if one understands what it is to think about being ethical properly. That
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is, properly conceived, reflection just is part of the practice
of being ethical, and there is no other way to think about
ethics properly than in a practice. The conclusion flows
from the purpose of ethics, its point.

I attribute this view to Aristotle, the first great ethical
theorist in the Western tradition, and the philosopher
who seems to have initiated the disciplines of our universities more than any other philosopher, including
Plato. In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle reminds his listeners (his book is a transcription by Nicomachus of his
lectures):
The purpose of our examination is not to know what virtue
is but to become good. (1999, 1103b28–29)

Aristotle can throw out such a succinct and simple
reminder, because his audience understood the nature of
ethics. The Greek word ethos meant character or way of
life,2 and when people reflected on ethics, they intended
to act a certain way. This kind of reflection can be contrasted with people reflecting on what Aristotle called
“origins” and which are sometimes referred to as “principles” (1139b19–36). These were the basis for scientific
knowledge in Aristotle’s time. When reflecting on them,
the point is not to act but to know.
The distinction here in philosophy of mind is between
thought whose point is to know and thought whose point
is to act. It is carried forward and explained most lucidly
by Aristotle’s greatest medieval commentator, Thomas
Aquinas — St. Thomas to Catholics. Aquinas distinguished the activity we know as theory from the activity
we know as practice in terms of their points. For Aquinas, what it is to engage in something depends on the
point of doing it. On the one hand, the point of science —
and what we call “theory” — is to know something. But
2

Thanks to Irene Liu for clarifying the Greek.
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on the other hand, the point of practical life is a deed,
done. And ethics is a part of practical life, whether you’re
thinking about it or acting out of habit. The way Aquinas
firmed up this distinction was through his philosophy
of mind. Theoretical reason aims at knowledge. Practical
reason aims at an actual, finished deed. This was Aristotle’s distinction, polished up.3 When we do Ethics, we use
practical reason.
Now if we step back a moment and look at the common,
contemporary division of the academic study of ethics in
at least Anglophone universities, we find a distinction
between descriptive ethics, normative ethics, and metaethics. Descriptive ethics aims at describing how people
take themselves to act ethically. It is sociological and
anthropological. Psychology also studies it, and history
can, too. Even literature can be said to be doing, at times,
descriptive ethics, as when we meet the Parisian poor in
Émile Zola’s L’assommoir. Descriptive ethics does theory in
Aquinas’s sense.
Similarly, meta-ethics aims to understand the nature
of ethical concepts. For instance, in contemporary ethics, much attention is lavished on understanding what a
reason is, then a reason for action, and even what normativity itself is, that property by which some belief
strikes us as a reason to follow it. Meta-ethics does theory, too, because it simply wants to know what this thing
ethics is, as a scientist would want to understand what
nature is, albeit using the empirical method. Some metaethicists even use science to learn what ethical concepts
are in their nature. For instance, empiricists like Jesse
Prinz (2004) draw on neuroscience to explain our “gut
perceptions.”
Normative ethics, however, does not do theory in Aquinas’s sense. It falls under practical reason. The reason
3
My reading of Aquinas is indebted to Candace Vogler, Reasonably Vicious (2002) and to Anthony Lisska’s work on Aquinas, e.g.,
his Aquinas’ Theory of Natural Law (1998).
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why is that the point of normative theory is to figure out
what we should actually do. What is right, for real? What
is true human goodness? How should we live? In other
words, normative theory wants to determine our actions,
not just to reflect on truths about the world. It’s actionfocused. Looking at the practice of Ethics from the
standpoint of Aquinas’s distinction, then, it would seem
that the question of what it is to learn ethics depends
on whether we are engaged in, on the one hand, descriptive or meta-ethics, or, on the other hand, normative
ethics. The first two can rest content with knowing that
people think something is ethical or with knowing that,
for instance, a reason is normative because of its place in
intentional action. The first two are after truths. But the
third, normative ethics, can rest content only with living
ethically. It’s after deeds.
This conclusion in itself is surprising and should be
considered. But before we do, we should note that the
distinction Aquinas allows us to introduce into the field
of Ethics reveals an ambiguity in the idea of studying
ethics. For we commonly say we are studying all three:
descriptive, meta-, and normative ethics. But something
imprecise is afoot when the activity with which we’re
engaged — “studying” — has two incompatible ends! To
study for the sake of knowing some true claim about the
nature of things is not compatible with studying for the
sake of accomplishing an actual deed. Think of it this way:
if I think my point is to know some true claim about the
nature of things (in this case, what kind of thing goodness is), but you think the point of what we’re doing is
to actually do something good, we will be disappointed
with each other. For I will stop doing what I’m doing
when I have the truth, but you will expect me to go on
and act truly. Thinking about the point of what we’re
doing when we do mainstream Anglo-American Ethics
shows us that “studying” is ambiguous. Something is not
right here.
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Now, I’ve laid out a lot of questions, and I want to
thank you for your patience with this investigation as I
have. I want to come back and start answering some of
them, but it is the nature of investigations like this one
to take a long time to even lay out the field of questions.
So I will ask you for a little more patience as I lay out
one more consideration that strikes me as important.
I don’t know any better way to go into it than by
bluntly quoting a passage from an ancient author who,
in the passage, expresses a vision of ethics different than
Aristotle’s, yet coherent with its assumptions about the
point of ethics. The text is from the third century Roman
philosopher Plotinus, who began his philosophical journey in Alexandria in what is today Egypt. In his collection of writings compiled as the Enneads, Plotinus writes:
Go back inside yourself and look: if you do not yet see yourself as beautiful, then do as the sculptor does with a statue
he wants to make beautiful; he chisels away one part, and
levels off another, makes one spot smooth and another clear,
until he shows forth a beautiful face on the statue. Like him,
remove what is superfluous, straighten what is crooked,
clean up what is dark and make it bright, and never stop
sculpting your own statue, until the godlike splendor of
virtue shines forth to you. . . . If you have become this, and
seen it, and become pure and alone with yourself, with
nothing now preventing you from becoming one in this way,
and have nothing extraneous mixed within yourself, . . . if
you see that this is what you have become, then you have
become vision.4

4
Enneads I, 6, 9, 7–23, my emphasis. I take this passage and its
translation from Pierre Hadot’s Plotinus, or the Simplicity of Vision
(1993). The translation of the passage is by Michael Chase, who
consulted both the French edition Hadot used in his book and the
original Greek.
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What Plotinus so beautifully describes is nothing other
than an ethical practice as Aristotle and his Greek contemporaries understood it, that is, a practice of habituation into a truer, better nature (the tradition even called
this “second nature”). The image of sculpting a statue,
so common among ancient philosophers, expresses the
point well: you begin rough at the edges, but mindfulness can smooth you out until you become truer to the
form of what is good. The first century Platonist and
major essayist of the ancient world, Plutarch (1992a),
uses this image even when describing how a true friend
calls you out on your faults. A friend smoothes out the
rough edges on you as a good sculptor would. For Plotinus as for Plutarch, the sculpting aims to make you a
better person; it aims to make you act well. Its point is
not to know what the nature of ethics is, but “to become
good.”
The commentator on Plotinus who led me to this passage, the French historian of philosophy Pierre Hadot,
had an expression for this method of doing ethics, which,
interestingly, was also his expression for the method by
which the ancients did philosophy. He said Plotinus was
commending a spiritual exercise, an askesis, the root of
our word “ascetics” (Hadot 1993, 22). Hadot, an emeritus
professor at the Collége de France in Paris, pointed out —
again and again (it was his life’s work) — that, for the
ancients, philosophy was ethics, in the precise sense of a
practical work on our habits to become a better person
and to live a more ideal life. He pointed out that philosophy was first and foremost a way of life.5 The very idea
of reflecting on ethics was just a focused part of a wider
ethics, the ethics of doing philosophy itself, wherein one
habituated oneself slowly and over time to a way of life.
Ethics, the topic, was a focused space in the middle of a
wider ethical practice: a kind of group conscience sorting
through how to make ourselves better when it comes to
5

See his (2003) Philosophy as a Way of Life, passim.
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things like our character, practical judgment and so on.
The whole thing, though — philosophy — was an ethics.
My point in bringing up this ancient picture of philosophy is to point out that, from its perspective, even the
distinction between theory and practice might not help
us clarify what it is to study ethics philosophically. The
reason why is that in this ancient perspective, even seeking to know the nature of things should be done as part
of a wider ethics, an ethics known as “Philosophy.” From
such a perspective, if you understand philosophy as an
ethics, even theoretical reflection on meta — or descriptive ethics must be placed within the larger aim of living
virtuously, as Plotinus says. Thus, if you do look inside
the ancient classroom de-contextualized from the larger
way of life of the philosophical school, you might be able
to divide theoretical science from practical reflection.
But if you zoom out and focus on the whole school, you
see that it is from start to finish practical, that is, aimed
at shaping people to live as good people. Theory, then, is
only so good as its place in the human good.
Hadot implies this point when he explains what writing meant for the ancients. In one of his most helpful
essays, called “Philosophy and Philosophical Discourse,”
he explains how written and spoken philosophy — what
he called “discourse” — was not primarily theoretical, but
was at best secondarily theoretical. Rather,
Discourse [was] a privileged means by which the philosopher [could] act [on] himself and others. . . . It [was] always
intended to produce an effect, to create a habitus within the
soul, or to provoke a transformation of the self. (Hadot 2002,
176)

So, you might be reading a papyrus scroll from Plato on
the nature of language and talking about it with your
schoolmates in an Epicurean common house in a modest quarter of your ancient city. Outside, the sounds and
smells of daily commerce would pass by your windows.
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You might be seeking to understand what is language?
What did Plato mean in this dialogue called the Cratylus? Yet at every and all times, you would be asking these
questions only to make yourself a wiser person, a better
person, more able to die a noble death as Socrates did,
and to avoid the illusions of so much of human life. You
would be steering yourself and others toward what truly
makes life worth living.
What strikes me about this last picture of both ethics
and philosophy is that it also presents a different picture of what a school can be. Here, school appears not
as a place of study for its own sake, but as preparation
for living. This preparation is not pre-professional. It is
ethical and civic. Study, here, opens up a deep appreciation of what life involves and helps us live less clogged
by illusions. The classroom is a place of discourse and
reflection, yet for the sake of developing wiser people.
The entire school is a practice of ethics. But that does
not mean it brainwashes people. Rather, the school as a

Uttara, 2008.
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whole habituates people to seek wisdom, in open, questioning ways. And wisdom? Wisdom is supposed to shine
through a life well lived, in mature human beings slowly
shaping a glorious world.
What in this school would the practice of the field of
Ethics be? Since ethics — for this ancient picture — is
reflective and searching habituation into wisdom, to
reflect on ethics inside the school just would be to
reflect on the nature of the entire school itself, on philosophy itself as the search to discover wisdom and to
make ourselves become its “vision.” For this ancient picture, the practice of Ethics — the field of study — is like
a conscience inside the entire institution reflecting on
the entire institution’s path toward wisdom in all its
dimensions — scientific, social, extra-curricular, financial, etc. — and, more importantly, it is a reflection on
and awareness always of what the entire school should
amount to: living life well. For this ancient picture of
philosophy as ethics, the field of study Ethics would be
Meta-philosophy or what we now call Philosophy of Education, and its ultimate aim would be to discover how
school can lead us to grow wise all through our lives.
*

*

*

O.K. With these four pictures of the practice of ethics in
place, I can now turn to sorting out some answers to the
question, what is the practice of ethics? I want to underline
that, although the ancient picture of ethics as a philosophical school is lovely, there is no reason to assume
it is desirable for us, simply because it is ancient and
in that sense original. We should avoid the error John
Dewey pointed out in Democracy and Education (1916),
the error of thinking that schooling for one kind of society fits schooling for another kind. After all, we live in a
highly complex society with a variegated and vast division of labor interconnecting almost the entire world.
Within this social form — modern society embedded
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within globalization — it might seem odd for an entire
school to do ethics in one form or another, and it might
seem pretentious for the field Ethics to be the conscience
of the school. We are no longer in a commune, much less
a monastery, but in a research university.
I wish to put the ancient picture on hold and return
to contemporary Ethics. One thing that seems indisputable to me is Aquinas’s Aristotelian distinction between
the point of science and the point of ethics. If you are
trying to know, the act of knowing aims at truths. But if
you are trying to be ethical, the act of ethical reflection
aims at deeds. Knowing a truth is achieved when a belief
is justified and true. But doing a deed is achieved when
you finish the act, for instance, clearing off the counter. No one can change the belief’s truth — it is not voluntary. But you can always change your action and not
clear off the counter. This distinction, as we saw, drives a
wedge between descriptive and meta-ethics — on the one
hand — and normative ethics — on the other. Descriptive
and meta-ethics may have a point as theoretical practices, but they are pointless as ethical practices, because
they do not aim at deeds. By contrast, normative ethics can
be an ethical practice, because it aims at right living.
So we have one clear distinction. I believe we should
consequently relegate descriptive ethics to sociology,
anthropology and psychology, where it is more properly
situated, and meta-ethics to meta-physics — the study
of the nature of reality — where it at least won’t be confused with doing ethics. In saying this, I do not mean
that ethicists should stop either kind of study, nor that
Philosophy departments should necessarily lose ties to
the social sciences. On the contrary, I would agree with
the late Bernard Williams that those interested in ethics
should learn from the social sciences, a point he made
a decade ago in Making Sense of Humanity (1998). And I
would agree with many people writing today, but memorably Iris Murdoch (1994), that metaphysics can be a
guide to morals.
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I would disagree, though, that people studying metaethics or descriptive ethics are doing ethics. Rather, they
are learning about the things that go on in ethics, but
not in an ethical way. By this last qualification “not in
an ethical way,” I do not mean that meta-ethicists are
rogues and sociologists villains, but simply and precisely
that their point is not a deed. It is rather a truth.
The practice of Ethics, then, belongs to normative ethics, and from now on when I speak of Ethics in the classroom, I will be referring to normative ethics. The question then is, does it make sense to say we should study
Ethics? I am interested in our actual use of language; so I
will not go into the etymology of “study” as if that would
provide us with the key to its meaning. Rather, looking
at contemporary language as the ordinary language philosophers of the 1950s did, we can see immediately that
there is an ambiguity within the verb “to study”, one
found especially in the noun form of it, “studies.” On the
one hand, the overwhelming amount of English definitions of the verb point to studying being the pursuit of
knowledge. Study, on this set of definitions, is a project of
one sort or another aimed at obtaining knowledge. Here
is the realm of investigation or analysis of some topic, of
time taken to learn the truth about it. We can see already,
then, that if Ethics demands practical reasoning, studying
Ethics is not what we should do. On this first set of definitions, studying ethics would amount to seeking knowledge, which isn’t the point of Ethics. The point of Ethics
is to become good.
But there is a second sense of the verb “study” which
shows up in its noun form. This sense is practical, as
when we say, she did a study of light and shadow so as
to learn how to draw. Or, Chopin played his Études — his
Studies — as a way to demonstrate the art of the piano.
These studies are practical: the point is to do them,
and — in doing them — the further point is to train for
something further you will do. If studying Ethics meant
doing studies in this sense, it might at least make sense
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to use the verb.6 We would then speak more naturally of
studying Ethics — upper case “E” — by doing studies in
ethics — lower case “e” — as when one does studies in
drawing, music, or sculpture. This kind of ethics really
would look like training, even if reflective and openended in all sorts of ways, as painting or dance are. In so
being, though, it would come very close to the askesis that
Hadot described among the ancients, to what he translated as spiritual exercises. In other words, if you studied
Ethics in the sense that I am compelled to accept here,
you would be going to class to exercise your capacity to
do good. The classroom would, in its essence, be closer to
a gym than a reading room. Its library would be a wealth
of moves served by texts.
The image is humorous, to stay the least — twenty
to forty students and their teacher doing ethical pushups. No, wait, the ethical treadmill. And finally, a bit of
ethical stretching before showering — in separate locker
rooms — and going home. But of course Hadot didn’t
mean exercise in that sense, not as the genus. Rather,
for the ancients, gymnasium was a species of exercise —
physical exercise — under the genus of spiritual exercise — the overall philosophical attempt to become a
better person. If we are committed to studying Ethics, it
seems we are committed to some species of that training.
The analogy with plastic arts and music is also instructive. To do Ethics as a series of studies would really
seem to be to try to “become vision,” or — in the case of
music — to “follow the voice of conscience.” What would
it be like if, in studying Ethics, we were searching for the
complex and intricate human song that resonates in our
hearts when we truly are right with the world? It sounds
6
For this and the preceding paragraph, I was helped by my
iBook Oxford American Dictionary, Version 1.0.2 (2005). I paraphrased the many definitions drawn on. I wish to thank Lauren
Tillinghast for helping me conceptualize this practical form of
studying.
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nice, and it is suggestive. Here, a different vision of the
study of Ethics and a different vision of the classroom
open up, one where service learning, community-based
learning, and experiential learning are not simply nice
additions to the curriculum, but are essential developments of what Ethics is, truer and better ways to do Ethics than to only read a book. After all, if you want to do a
study in ethics, you’ll need to help out at times, be part
of a community, and learn from experience. You can’t do
a study by just reasoning. You have to try something in
the world.
Once we learn what studying Ethics must mean, the
vast proliferation of self-help manuals that clogs our
bookstores doesn’t look like ignorance as much as it
looks like inchoate reason. The Philosophy section won’t
give us Ethics, actual practice in living better, at least
typically. But self-help books try to. Whatever their simplifications, they at least have the point of Ethics right.
Also, once we grasp what an ethical study is, the
return to church which some academics decry as a sign
of American anti-intellectualism seems only encouraged
by a vision of school that does not aim to make people
better. Church is an option when school does not give
people the chance to exercise their ethical needs. Schools
that do not do ethical studies deny a basic developmental
dimension of being human: the desire to become mature
by becoming someone who has character. We have to
remember that the idea of a study in ethics is leading us
to see all this.
Once we see what Ethics is, and once we sort out the
only kind of studying that fits Ethics, we face the philosophy of education. Here is a new vision of school, at least
when it comes to Ethics classrooms. The ethical school
is a new kind of school. It is a school in which there are
certain spaces and certain times when you experiment
with becoming a better person or with doing good. Books,
writing, and all the media of the world rally around a
task fitted to you, as you try to figure out what you will
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do in this world, and not in terms simply of your profession, but on your terms as a grown-up human being, living your whole human life with all its many dimensions
and all its many relationships in communities within
societies.
It should be no surprise, then, that the scholar of
ancient philosophy Martha Nussbaum (1997) called this
new school’s goal cultivating humanity. She meant cultivating an all-around and life-long aptitude for taking
in the human good. She correctly saw that, ironically,
the new school is old school. Through her grounding in
ancient philosophy where ethics is practical (as it must
be) and school is ethical (aiming to help you live well,
not simply to know a lot or to make a rich living), she
advocated what the tradition originally saw as the point
of the liberal arts — the making of active, reflective citizens. New school? Old school? It doesn’t matter. Cultivating humanity is neither anachronistic, nor nostalgic,
but intuitively grasps the point of ethics. If you practice
ethics — the field or the school entire — you cultivate
humanity. It is a whole lot more than reading books.
*

*

*

I want to end this talk by elaborating on one idea I
have for doing Ethics. I had originally wanted to devote
the entire talk to this idea, but I found myself wading
through the preceding conceptual difficulties first, and
they seemed both important and easily as fascinating as
my idea is to me. I would also like to add that, although
I earlier sketched the vision of school found among the
ancients, where ethics subsumes the entire school in
training for the philosophical life, and although I just
now ended my last section with Martha Nussbaum’s idea
of liberal arts education, I have only committed myself
at this point to what goes on in an Ethics classroom. I’ve
given no argument for why we should see Ethics as the
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key to school. All I’ve reasoned out is what doing Ethics —
capital “E” — should entail, and I’ve positioned my conclusions within the philosophical tradition and some of
the larger ideas to which it might, but has not yet shown
to be, related. I have no idea if it is. Right now, I’m still
focused on a simple, old Ethics classroom.
What should go on in, or through, that classroom?
[Pause.] What kind of studies, understanding them
similar to musical or sculpting studies? Will reading
and writing, for example, be diminished? My idea for
studying Ethics implies a resounding “No!” On the contrary, I believe reading and writing will be improved,
once their point is in line with the nature of the subject
matter to which they are subjected. Everything comes
down to remembering the point of ethics. The ancients
read and wrote — as Hadot showed us. Their writing was
meant to “create a habit in the soul” or “a transformation of the self.” Similarly, you might say ethical reading and writing should be meant to make people better
people or to help people become, or do, good. Happily,
this is interesting to students, especially when the classroom is not shrouded in judgment as ethical life often
seems, but is open and bright to exploring why really
something is good, or not, and what alternatives might
be. In such a climate, reading and writing — working on
and from our interest in our own development — stand
a good chance of being both motivating and useful in
the eyes of the learner. This, at least, has been my experience. A writing assignment joining complex scholarly
reflection with personal interest can be an amazing
thing.
All this clears the ground for my main idea about
doing Ethics, capital “E.” I believe that a new school for
Ethics awaits in embedding Ethics within international
exchange. There are many reasons for my view, which I
will only be able to enumerate here without the kind of
explanation I would like to give. First, however, let me
explain my idea.
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I do not claim that the idea is original. In fact, you can
find it in book V of Rousseau’s Émile (1978), when Émile
is sent off by his tutor to travel the world and learn true,
active citizenship as a citizen of the world.7 The idea is
simply mine in the sense that I have been gravitating to
it inside my soul and based on my experience. It is mine
only in that I belong to it. In love, “you are mine,” means
“I am yours,” and it is no different in philosophy.
The idea is to study ethics by studying abroad for at
least six months and by weaving the study abroad into
an equal flux of foreign exchange students invited back
home. Certainly, studying abroad is not new at all. I did
it twice as a high schooler, once in college, and decided
I would just teach abroad for a good part of my 30s. But
remember that we have arrived at a sense of “study” that
departs from what is usually meant by the expression
“study abroad.” Studying abroad does not usually imply
practicing virtue and training to become good. But it
could.
Now, I am not talking about all studies abroad, but simply about doing Ethics by studying abroad, a special and
deliberate program. It is ethics that compels us to adopt
the minoritarian sense of “study” and imagine practicing
virtue and training to become good. I believe that studying ethics abroad in that sense has many advantages,
which I will enumerate here as a way of closing my talk.
The first is that studying Ethics abroad will be conducive to open-mindedness. To study Ethics philosophically
involves starting with questions: how do I become good?
What is virtue? Questions like these. In the context of a
foreign culture, these questions take on vivid and genuine interest. After all, you are surrounded by a living and
7
Rousseau is hostile to cosmopolitans in book I. However, his
development of Émile’s common humanity in book IV and his
advocacy of comparative politics through Émile’s travels strike me
as forms of cosmopolitan citizenship. And, indeed, nationalism
does not assert itself ever in Émile.
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often different interpretation not only of answers you
expect to see but of the questions themselves. When, for
instance, Arabic speakers discuss conscience, the question I asked as a college student at Yale in the 1990s
takes on a surprisingly new focus. I asked “What does
it mean to have a conscience?” — a question that took
me all the way through graduate school at University of
Chicago and issued in my dissertation. I was looking for
an answer about how to follow an inner call, and which
call to follow, and why it might matter at all, and where
objectivity might lie. But in Arabic, conscience is ضمير
(dhameer), a word that implies immediately one’s relationships with other people — not simply as a duty that
conscience relays, but as the voice of conscience itself. It
is as if conscience is an opening through which the reality of other people impresses itself on the soul. If I had
studied Ethics abroad as an undergraduate and gone to
an Arabic speaking country, I would have been able to
ask my question still, but the object of it would have been
entirely different. A surprising and wonderful discovery.
Thus, when I say that studying Ethics abroad will be
conducive to open-mindedness, I am taking seriously
the point of philosophy’s involvement in Ethics, its way
of asking questions first, of carefully considering ideas
and positions. Training to become good abroad does
not imply proselytizing, imperialistic condescension, or
missionary zeal. It implies, rather, having one’s lessons
immediately around one, and having to reconsider many
of the things one considers good, thereby examining what
really is good. The foreign culture acts as a Socratic fire,
if only one lights a match by asking a simple question.
I see that time is running out. So I will be able only
to mention two more reasons. I believe studying Ethics
abroad is advantageous in that it teaches mostly through
know-how and knowing people. In other words, it does not
center around what in epistemology we call “knowingthat,” propositional knowledge. There is a debate in
epistemology about whether all knowledge is at bottom
propositional knowledge, a set of beliefs. For reasons I
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can’t go into here, I believe that it is not. Rather, I believe
that we know also by knowing how to do things. At the
very least, brain science has shown this to be true, such
that amnesiacs who can’t retain learned beliefs can still
develop practical know-how.8 Further, I do not believe
knowing people is a kind of knowing how to do things
or a kind of propositional knowledge. At a conceptual
level, Emmanuel Lévinas demonstrated this point well in
his extensive phenomenology of human meeting, and in
doing so he drew on an assertion made earlier by Martin Buber. Also, at the level of our brains, it would seem
sociopaths show us that one can know that something
is true and know how to do something but still not be
able to know people in any soulful way. Finally, some
languages make a distinction between knowing how to
do things and knowing people — as the French language
does between savoir and connaître (although blurring the
distinction between knowing people and knowing truths
in the latter verb). I believe, then, that if we want to be
knowledgeable in the fullest sense, we need at least three
kinds of knowledge.9
Now, it should be no surprise that being ethical
involves know-how. After all, the point of ethics is to be
doing something. Nor should it be a surprise that being
ethical involves knowing people. Ethics is primarily a
8
I drew these conclusions from the unpublished work of David
Bzdak, then a finishing graduate student at Syracuse University
(now a professor at Onondaga Community College), and in particular from his talk “On amnesia and knowing-how” (2009). The conclusion about knowing people is my own.
9
After this talk, I developed two published papers on relational
reason—the reason involved in knowing people as people. See my
“The Moral and the Ethical: What Conscience Teaches Us about
Morality” (2013a) and “Do you have a conscience?” (2012). I have
no doubt that relational reason will figure centrally in my future
work, as it has already figured in talks on the capabilities of other
species, in meta-philosophical reflections, and even in published
work about human responsibility for mass extinction. And of
course this book is a study in relational reason, for which I thank
your time and care in reading.
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social phenomenon. Put bluntly, you can have all the
true ethical beliefs in the world, but if you are a futz or
a sociopath, you’re not going to do much good — in the
first case — or be ethical — in the second. Studying Ethics, then, should involve know-how and knowing people.
I believe study abroad would forefront both of these
kinds of knowledge. A good part of most study abroad is
human connection, surmounting the hurdles that loss of
home, meeting of foreigners, and language and custom
bring. Similarly, in the new places where one lives, living abroad challenges one to learn how to do things one
had taken for granted — going to the store, being polite,
figuring out bureaucracy. Much of this know-how also
relies on knowing people. Certainly, one does not need to
go abroad to learn how to do good things or to learn how
to know people in solidarity and common humanity, but
it certainly helps.
The final advantage of studying Ethics abroad for
which I have time today is best relayed by a story. Last
Spring, I took a group of students from American University of Sharjah’s Department of International Studies
to Dhaka, Bangladesh. We went to volunteer for ten days
at The Dhaka Project, a combination school, family center, and job-training program serving the poorest of Dhaka’s children and their families.10 Children from shanties
bordering the rivers where public land exists are invited
out from the foul waters where people bathe, wash, and
defecate, from crowded thatch and detritus rooms housing up to a dozen people. These children and their families are invited to exchange their living quarters for a
solid brick hut that will not catch fire from cooking fires
and will house four people in a room. In return, the parents contract to send their children to school clean every
day in a clean uniform and to not make their children
work the countless child labor jobs around Dhaka. Not
surprisingly, there is more demand than supply, and the
10

See Namitha (2008).
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waiting list for the project is long. Not surprisingly, too,
the children love to go to school, with their whole hearts
and their whole minds and their whole, bright souls.
The students who went with me had for the most part
grown up in the United Arab Emirates. There is more
room in the bathrooms of the some of the restaurants
they might frequent in one of Dubai’s luxury malls than
there was in three or four of the shanties put together.
The students were overwhelmed, but, being Muslim, also
immediately tuned into what Muslims take as their Godgiven duty to serve the poor, their fellow brothers and
sisters on Earth.
I don’t think those students will easily forget the
trip, and certainly not the inner trip we made to visit
a mother from the Project who had ended up in the
burn ward, one of Dhaka’s thousands of yearly victims
of cooking fires. There in the city’s best public hospital
right next to the country’s best university, hundreds of
patients languished in hallways, overflowing the burn
wards. An entire ward filled with hundreds of infants
and young children filled the air with constant cries.
Face after face was swollen and disfigured with blisters.
Over half of the people there would die, due to absence
of medication and unsanitary conditions.
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The burn ward, Dhaka, Bangladesh, 2008.
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The photo I have put up here is from one woman
whose legs were burned. She was uncommonly positive.
Her husband, from Dhaka’s lower middle class, was with
her. But he had lost his job due to tending her. The flowers in her hand came from some of the Muslim students
I was with, and they sent back a fan and medication to
help in that corridor. This woman was lucky, but there
were so many more around her suffering without hope
and in all likelihood just days from dying.
The economist, the public health official, the doctor,
research scientist and the engineer who might relieve
these development conditions in Dhaka would also need
human kindness.

THANKS

Preface “a” was spun from fragments of a review of
Pierre Hadot’s What Is Ancient Philosophy? written for Philosophical Practice (Bendik-Keymer 2008). Thanks to that
journal for permission to use fragments of my review.
Lauren Tillinghast, then the book-review editor, helped
me think through the concepts of a practical study as well
as that of relational reason. Lauren helped me come up
with some of the concepts that I most use today.
“The ideas start in the kitchen” first arose as a parallel inquiry to students at American University of Sharjah working on a self-portraiture project of their own
in 2006–2007. It was first written in spells: April 3–May
13, 2007 in Sharjah, U.A.E., and June 20–July 3, 2007 in
Modesto, California.
In 2005, students remarked in office hours that they
had not found a space outside of class to talk intellectually in the way that they wanted. So began the extracurricular conversation circle of 2005–2006 on the steps
of the main building Tuesday evenings. The conversations from those steps inspired me in Spring 2006 to
propose a class addressing them — Modern Identity. Students in the U.A.E. wanted at that time to work out the
contradictions and potentials of “being modern.” The
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class I constructed to stage their questions ended with
“identity portfolios,” hybrid response papers to core modern ideas — abstraction, liberty, equality — alongside
self-portraits engaging with these ideas. The power of
these portfolios synthesizing and opposing the personal
with the systematic led me to mention them over email
to Breena Holland when I was staying at the Cité Universitaire in the summer of 2006. She suggested I contact
Theodore Zeldin and his Oxford Muse Project. Mr. Zeldin
was enthusiastic and agreed to work with a group of my
students from Sharjah. These were: Hesam Ziaei, Stephanie Mahmoud, Sidra Shahid, Alia Al-Sabi, Ayla Qadeer.
In some ways, this book is the end of my parallel process with them and with the image of a humanist that
Mr. Zeldin allowed me to glimpse for a brief, important
moment in my mid-30s. This book could be seen as my
“modernity portrait.”
I want to thank the late Richard Gassan, who was
killed by a negligent driver in the U.A.E. while biking —
his desert love. Richard was one of the few faculty to
participate almost every week in the conversation circle
of 2005–2006. He was loved by his students, and he was
a friend. He would have read this book and busted my
balls. “The ideas start in the kitchen” is dedicated to him.
“I don’t want to be thoughtless” first appeared in a
much more normal format (although not that normal),
as “Species extinction and the vice of thoughtlessness:
the importance of spiritual exercises for learning virtue” in a special issue of the Journal of Agricultural and
Environmental Ethics, guest edited by P. Cafaro and R.
Sandler, Winter 2010. That article grew from a paper
I presented at Human Flourishing and Restoration in an
Age of Global Warming, a workshop at Clemson University, September 2008, co-organized by Allen Thompson,
Breena Holland, and myself. It has been greatly changed
here.
“Orchard in the mind” is an expression from Sidra Shahid, one of the students from Sharjah: “the orchard in
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the mind beneath the mind.” Sidra is working on her
Ph.D. in Philosophy at the University of East Anglia after
earning two masters degrees — one in gender studies
and another in philosophy. She read Seutonius and Spinoza by herself at a library in Kuwait growing up.
Intermixed into the scientific jumble of the neighbor
are some important yet still poorly understood things
about mass extinction. For a grasp of them, I thank
members of the Colgate Mass Extinction workshop I coorganized with Paul Pinet, especially Bill Erwin of the
Smithsonian Museum and my colleague Christopher
Haufe.
Finally, I want to thank Steve Vogel for emphasizing
the value of collective, human work. You can hear my
engagement with his Thinking like a Mall in parts of the
discernment exercise. Steve’s work was also influential
to me as I revised “We are a storm in wondrous hunger.”
I can’t hear we in that study without hearing his emphasis on the loss of we in our alienated political economy. It
was surprising to me, who agreed with his position from
my college days on, to see how my thinking could drift
away from the simple politicization of the environment
as a collective achievement of us. Steve’s work is a muchneeded corrective to neo-liberalism now, including in
environmental philosophy.
“I was in the open then” first developed in New Word
Order, a workshop on revision taught by Nate Pritts at
the Downtown Writer’s Center at the YMCA, Syracuse,
NY. I presented an early form of it as “53rd & Kimbark:
a poetics of extinction” at the conference Geoaesthetics in
the Anthropocene at Sallisbury University, with thanks to
James Hatley. I want to thank Nate for helping me rearticulate poetry after more than a decade of professional
philosophical denial of it.
There are too many people in the poem to thank properly. I hope that they recognize themselves and remember the time we shared. But I want to thank especially
Lars Helge Strand — who makes an appearance or
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two — Dima Ghoneim, who was in some sense behind
the texto poem, Antoine Lacronique, Mari-Ann Kucharek, Flannery Hysjulien, Janine Schiavi, Megan Craig,
Stephen M. Rich, Christopher Boerboom, Rick Furtak,
Elaine M. Wolf, Amir Berbic, Zlatan Filipovic, the late
Shoaib Nabi Ahmad, and Roderick Grant — all of whom
influenced poems. Finally, my stay in France would not
have been possible without the LeFebure and the Facq
families especially and without the support of the Rotary
Clubs of Rouen and of Utica, New York.
“I want to meet you as a person” is modified substantially from “Kierkegaard as an Enlightenment thinker,”
originally a talk for a conference on Kierkegaard’s journals organized by Gordon Marino at St. Olaf College. I
decided I did not want my scholarship to go in that
direction and never gave the talk.
In many ways, the subject of that essay, which is central to this book, comes from conversations with AnneChristine Habbard. One day in early 1991, she read me
Kant’s “What is enlightenment?” out loud while I was
in the bathtub. As with so many preoccupations in my
intellectual history, the conversations I had with Christine cored central ideas in my mind, or even soul. After
all, my dissertation at Chicago — Conscience and Humanity — was in many ways an attempt to conceptualize what
I’d learned from her, and perhaps to hold on to a different experience of philosophy than what I suffered at
Chicago.
“I carried my teeth in my heart” is a modified line
from a poem I wrote in Nate Pritts’ seminar that was
subsequently published in a triptych for H_ngm_n #12,
2010. The poem is called “Ethos,” and a different part is
a longer version of “I can be philosophical . . . ”
The earliest material of the entire poem series published here is from 1989, a fragment of an unpublished poem written in my dorm room at Yale College.
There is a substantially reworked fragment of “A Night
Tale,” The Yale Literary Magazine, Fall 1990, and the
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entirety — without the title — of “Section urbaine”, The
Yale Literary Magazine, Fall 1992.
“We are a storm in wondrous hunger” first appeared as
a blog called 365 Earth Thoughts between 2009 and 2010.
I explain further its relationship to The Ecological Life in
aphorism 364. The many people who commented on the
process as it unfolded — in line with one of the rules of
the askesis — are cited properly in the bibliography and
in-text cited in the actual study. As I’ve mentioned, too,
Steve Vogel’s work was on my mind during the revision, as was Andrée Boisselle’s attention to indigenous
experience.
There are too many people to thank for the study,
which took place over a year. Mostly, I want to thank
Isaiah.
“The practice of ethics” is the talk given as credited.
Thanks to the Case Western Reserve University Department of Philosophy, especially Colin McLarty. It draws
on a trip to the Dhaka Project, Bangladesh, by students
from A.U.S. Thanks to Nour Merza, Eva Fernandes, the
students and local staff of the Dhaka Project (April 2008),
and to the anonymous woman in the burn ward who
allowed me to take her picture.
In most cases, photos were taken by me using a variety of cameras from a SONY Cyber-shot digital camera
(2006–2008) to a Blackberry Bold cell phone camera
(2008–2010). At least one photo in “The ideas start in
the kitchen” was taken on a Nikon FG 35mm film camera. Thanks to Amir and Isak Berbic for discussing the
format of images and to Zlatan Filipovic for advice on
the Cyber-shot. More recent photos were taken by me on
an iPhone 5S and modified using basic Instagram filters
and refinement tools.
Thanks go to those who read the first draft of the project, The Book of Becoming: John Levy Barnard, Sara Marie
Blakely, Lynne Huffer, Elaine Hullihen, Dan & Sandra Scheinfeld, Alex Shakar, Arielle Zibrak, and Rachel
Zucker.
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For compiling many first drafts of the book to be
sent to readers, I want to especially thank Renee
Holland-Golphin.
My students from the Rancière seminar at Hamilton
College, Spring 2014, led me to do a partial revision and
to extrapolate my criticism of Plato’s Ἀκαδήμεια. Thanks
to Mercy Corredor, Sean Fujimori, Jackson Graves, Grant
Meglis, Chip Sinton, Jesse Voremberg, and Kim Wang.
This book would not have come to take this form without
our luminous and unforgettable seminar, for which I am
still grateful.
Thanks go to Shannon Lee Dawdy, who encouraged
me to put this book out until a publisher discovered it,
and to Sarah Gridley, who co-led a seminar-across-twoseminars-in-correspondence called The Literary Mind:
a Challenge to Philosophy (mine) and Poetry as Philosophy
(hers).
For reading the penultimate draft of this project, I
wish to thank Esther Ann Bendik, Kaitlyn Marie Conners,
Ryan Johnson — who also deserves thanks for recommending Punctum to me — Sean Martin, Susan Neiman,
and Amy Seymour. For reading the last draft, I wish to
thank Andrée Boisselle, whose understanding of decolonization taught me something. For weighing in on titles
at the eleventh hour, I want to thank a whole bunch of
folks.
Thanks to James R. McSweeney and to Colleen M. Coakley for helping me understand some of the central relationships behind this book. The same goes to Stephen M.
Rich, Mattuck Meachum, and Mark Pedretti.

*
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The publishing house
Punctum did a bang up job. It is the kind of publishing platform and collective we need now. I am proud to
have published with them and urge established scholars
to join its babbling up. Thanks go to Chris Piuma for
constituting this book in print and for his patience with
my process; Arthur and Jules Russell for Shaker Square
Farmer’s Market title talk; and Eileen Joy for walking the
talk. Again: theirs is the kind of publishing philosophy
we need in the world now.

*

The dedication
Solar Calendar began to come together during a divorce.
But as I compiled, rewrote, and integrated this book, seeing it grow alongside me, I became aware of how much
of it is indebted to my time in Rouen, France as a Rotary
exchange student in 1988–89, befriending, reading and
philosophizing outside the classroom. To the entire
Lacronique family — thank you for welcoming me into
Paris. Malka Espaignet, wherever you are, thank you for
being a teacher who saw and believed in my possibility.
On n’est pas sérieux quand on a dix-sept ans, et qu’on a des tilleuls verts sur la promenade.

East Hill School, Ithaca, New York, with my mother, May 2009.
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How a book works only by forgetting it. If I remember a book
to conceive of my personal decisions, then I act under its
fantasy as it guides my action. This is the danger allegorized by Dante between Francesca da Rimini and Paolo
Malatesta. I do not want that, and so I let the day be the
most vibrant thing of all. Only forgotten things can truly
be transformed.

On a walk through Barcelona, end of the school year,
May 2007.
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