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Alasdair MacIntyre has developed a theory of virtue ethics that is closely integrated with sociology and organization studies. While rejecting reductive views of the virtues, MacIntyre appeals to their functional role in facilitating collaboration as a basis for justifying their normative requirements. This raises the question of how agents within cooperative contexts come to appreciate their intrinsic value. I argue that MacIntyre's account of the virtues is undergirded by an implicit personalist moral psychology. To make this evident, I draw upon the account of moral psychology developed by Michael Tomasello, who argues that a sense of moral obligation is generated when persons engage in collective action. Tomasello's account complements MacIntyre's by explaining how participation in social practices generates a sense of moral obligation but it does not address the problem of relativism. As a result, it does not fully explain how and why participants in practices come to see themselves as bound by moral norms since the threat of relativism undermines the idea that moral norms are binding. This limitation further illustrates the role of a personalist moral psychology in MacIntyre's work: through the experience of cultural breakdown persons are able to view themselves as engaged in a shared inquiry concerning the good that transcends any specific culture. This provides the basis for a self-conscious sense of moral obligation that is not threatened by relativism.
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INTRODUCTION

In the span of roughly 40 years, interest in virtue ethics, especially in its neo-Aristotelian form, has grown dramatically in moral philosophy (Hursthouse, 1999), business ethics (Moore, 2017), and organization studies (Tsoukas, 2018), amongst a number of other areas in the social sciences and applied ethics. Alasdair MacIntyre's After Virtue (2007) both provided a major impetus to this movement and contributed a novel account of the virtues centered upon their functional role in sustaining social practices. By integrating virtue ethics with practice theory, MacIntyre (2007) introduced a novel grounding for the virtues: Virtues are not only valuable for their own sakes (McDowell, 1978, 1980) but also because they sustain and promote excellence within contexts of collaborative activity, that is, social practices. For MacIntyre, social practices include such activities as sports, games, academic disciplines, the arts, and various crafts and modes of production, as well as participatory politics, homemaking, and community organizing. In organization studies, a wide range of organizations (Moore, 2012) and professions (West, 2018) have been conceptualized as practices, including management (Holt, 2006; Beabout, 2012). Within these cooperative contexts, the virtues function to preserve participants' commitments to the standards of excellence and shared goals that are constitutive of the practice.

However, MacIntyre's novel approach to the virtues, where their necessity stems from their role in supporting and sustaining excellence within practices, raises a more fundamental question about how agents come to appreciate the intrinsic value of the virtues. Why is this important? First, without an intrinsic commitment or sense of obligation, the virtues are unlikely to be effective in sustaining cooperation (Adams, 2006) since agents are likely to freeride when this is to their advantage (Rawls, 1958). Second, a purely functional or instrumental notion of virtue does not capture the Aristotelian notion of virtue as a mode of moral excellence (McDowell, 1978, 1980). In effect, such a construal of virtue changes the subject rather than articulating what it is that makes virtue truly choiceworthy (Korsgaard, 1986).

To address this problem, I argue that MacIntyre's moral sociology presupposes a distinctive moral psychology, an account of what is that agents must think in order to think rightly about the role of the virtues in their social practices (Anscombe, 1958). MacIntyre's (1999) account centers upon the notion of “political recognition” (1999: 141), the attitude whereby human beings are capable of viewing others as fellow partners in a shared inquiry concerning the good; and, therefore, as someone from whom it is possible to learn from. From this perspective, virtues function to sustain practices only because the goods internal to practices are subsumed within a broader notion of the good, the good of life as a whole (MacIntyre, 2007), and participation in practices is seen in the light of the broader activity of moral inquiry. In this context, the virtues play a constitutive role in facilitating inquiry in common with others. And because the scope of practical inquiry is unlimited, such that one may learn about the good from anyone in any context (MacIntyre, 1999), the virtues are universally binding.

To explain MacIntyre's approach, I first outline Tomasello's (2020) account of moral psychology. Tomasello seeks to provide a non-reductive account of moral obligation, where agents, who come to identify with the group of which they are a part, self-consciously bind themselves by the norms current within their group. While Tomasello's account of moral obligation as based in group agency offers important insights for understanding MacIntyre's account of moral psychology, it is inadequate on its own because it faces the problem of relativism: if moral obligations are grounded in joint agency, as Tomasello (2020) argues, then moral obligation is relative to groups of agents engaged in such projects, for instance, members of specific cultures. As a result, Tomasello (2020) fails to provide a non-reductive account of moral obligation, an account that explains how individuals can come to view moral norms as binding rather than arbitrary. This is the case since individuals who come to appreciate Tomasello's account are likely to view their sense of moral obligation as arbitrary and culturally relative, giving them reason to dismiss this sense of obligation as meaningless.

Exploring the shortcomings of Tomasello's account provides further insights into MacIntyre's personalist moral psychology. MacIntyre (1985) overcomes the problem of relativism by appeal to the notion of intellectual failure or epistemological crisis within shared inquiry. It is the experience of actual or potential failure in moral inquiry that overcomes cultural boundaries, teaching participants that the good can never be reduced to any given culture's conception of it. This underwrites a corresponding notion of political recognition as universal in scope, founded upon the idea that it is always possible to learn from others about the good (MacIntyre, 1994). In this sense, a personalist moral psychology underwrites MacIntyre's (2007) functionalist account of the role of virtues within practices, since persons achieve their good only by viewing themselves as engaged in shared moral inquiry with other persons. Tomasello's (2020) account is important both because it shows the role of joint agency in generating a sense of moral obligation and because its failure to solve the problem of relativism indicates that the notion of moral obligation presupposes some form of joint agency that is not culturally specific; and as MacIntyre (1985, 1994) makes evident, this mode of collective action is moral inquiry.



MACINTYRE ON VIRTUE WITHIN PRACTICES

In the early portions of the 20th Century, much influential work within moral philosophy, ignored the distinct approach to ethics characteristic of virtue ethics, focusing instead on various “modern moral theories,” including especially forms of consequentialism and deontology (Anscombe, 1958). In After Virtue (2007), MacIntyre argued that modern moral theories are inadequate because they ignore the question of the telos of human life or the human good as an essential basis for ethical norms. While it is not possible to recount these criticisms at length, in brief, MacIntyre argued that deontological norms are arbitrary and vacuous without some account of the goal that they promote. What is needed, for example, is some account of why the sort of life that is lived in accordance with the Categorical Imperative (Kant, 2012) is a valuable life. Consequentialist theories, especially Utilitarianism, are similarly problematic because they do not give an adequate account of the telos of human life. These theories often adopt a monistic notion of value, where life is focused on maximizing one type of good, often pleasure; but this monism is inadequate to account for the varied goods needed to live a flourishing life. Accordingly, MacIntyre (2007) develops a neo-Aristotelian approach to virtue ethics that aims to avoid the shortcomings of modern moral theories. He focuses on the way that virtues enable individuals within concrete social contexts to identify and achieve the varied goods that contribute to human flourishing.

Thus, MacIntyre's novel contribution to virtue ethics centers upon his account of the role of the virtues in sustaining social practices. Practices provide concrete social contexts, where the goods that constitute flourishing are identified and articulated over time. He says, “so long as we share the standards and purposes characteristic of practices, we define our relationship to each other…by reference to standards of truthfulness and trust, so we define them too by reference to standards of justice and of courage” (see MacIntyre, 2007, p. 192; Beadle, 2013). That is, within practices participants must relate to each other in terms of the virtues, if not, they will, in effect, no longer be participating in the practice. The rules structuring practices are constitutive norms (Rawls, 1955; MacIntyre, 2007, p. 187), such that following these norms is a necessary condition to “count” as actually engaging in the practice. If someone who is ostensibly a chess player squares up to an opponent but soon begins moving his rooks diagonally, his bishops linearly, and his pawns laterally, he is no longer playing chess. Less dramatically, someone who cheats, being untruthful about the movements of his pieces and unfair to his opponent is only playing chess in a marginal sense. The case is similar for a cowardly opponent who is unwilling to insist that the cheater follow rules. While they may be sitting in front of a chessboard moving pieces around the board, these “players” are not really playing chess. They have sufficiently failed to adhere to the norms that are constitutive of the game such that we cannot “count” them as actually playing the game.

For scholars in applied ethics (Sellman, 2000), including especially business ethics (Beadle, 2017; Sinnicks, 2019), and organization studies (Moore, 2012; Tsoukas, 2018) this account of the role of the virtues within practices opened up new possibilities for research. Specifically, it allowed for the integration of practice theory (Sandberg and Tsoukas, 2011) and ethical analysis, facilitating both empirical research concerning the role of virtues within professions and organizations (Robson, 2015; West, 2018) and novel theoretical frameworks (Moore, 2017; Bernacchio, 2018) supporting this work. But despite the fecundity of this development, very little work has directly examined the question of how participants in practices actually come to appreciate the intrinsic value of the virtues (see Weaver, 2006). Appeals to socialization (Bernacchio, 2019) and imitation (Shotter and Tsoukas, 2014) go some way in this direction but they do not unfold the moral psychology underlying practice members' virtuous agency (Anscombe, 1958).

MacIntyre (2007, p. 264) says “The importance therefore for beginning from practices in any consideration of the virtues is that the exercise of the virtues is not only worthwhile for its own sake—it turns out that you cannot be genuinely courageous or just or whatever without caring for those virtues for their own sake—but has further point and purpose, and indeed that it is in grasping that point and purpose that we characteristically initially came to value the virtues.” In other words, within practices, moral agency is “situated,” so that it is possible to understand participants' moral agency in a moral realistic manner, as focused both on acting for duty's sake and in order to achieve the aims characteristic of the practice, these latter providing the “further point and purpose,” motivating agents to cultivate the virtues. But a relevant question is what is it that virtuous practitioners come to appreciate when they come to care about the virtues for their own sakes.

I argue below that what these virtuous individuals come to see is that the virtues necessarily define the way that persons ought to relate to other persons, insofar as they view each other as someone that it is possible to learn from, as fellow pilgrims on a narrative quest in search of the good (see MacIntyre, 2007). In this sense, a personalist moral psychology underwrites MacIntyre's moral sociology. But it is firstly important to appreciate the rather limited role that the virtues actually play in sustaining practices. There are two points to consider. First, as MacIntyre (2007, p. 187) argues the standards structuring practices are constitutive norms, such that one cannot participate in a practice without adhering to these norms. Given this, in a real sense, one cannot even play chess, much less achieve excellence in the game, while cheating. This means chess players must be honest enough to avoid cheating even if it cannot be detected. Likewise, players must be just or fair enough to refrain from contesting the legitimate moves made by other players. They must not, for instance, argue that a player had taken her hand off of a piece when she had not done so. But it is important to note that players would not necessarily need to be honest or fair when dealing with players in closely related contexts outside of the actual context of a chess match. Players may still engage in the game of chess while, for example, lying to fellow players when they ask questions about moves made in a previously completed match. Similarly, players may be unjust or unkind when dealing with fellow players outside of the match. For instance, they may refuse to help out fellow players who ask for assistance in improving their playing abilities. Acting unvirtuously in these ways would not mean that these players are violating the constitutive norms of the game of chess. That is, it would not mean that these players are failing to actually play the game of chess. Thus, there is a very limited role for the virtues in actually sustaining practices. Arguably, this role fails to capture the ideal of excellence typically associated with the notion of virtue (McDowell, 1980; Adams, 2006).

Second, as MacIntyre (2007, p. 194) argues some degree of virtue is required if participants are to achieve excellence within specific practices. Again, because the standards of excellence characterizing practices are constitutive norms, one cannot be an excellent practitioner while violating those norms. One cannot be an excellent chess player while cheating. But this argument presumes that players care about excellence rather than winning. But this need not be the case. Participants may engage in the practice for an extended period of time while pursuing success rather than excellence. Recently, an American football team was accused of cheating by using surveillance to gain insight into an opposing team's strategy. This is unethical and not directed toward excellence in the game of football but if undetected, it would likely enable the team to achieve a greater degree of success. In other words, participants need not be virtuous to engage in practices while pursuing success rather than excellence. One may criticize such persons for failing to fully appreciate the point of the game but it is not plausible to claim that they do not count as playing the game in any relevant sense. As such, why should a practitioner care about the virtues if she is primarily concerned about success as was the cheating football team (see Tenenbaum, 2019)?

MacIntyre (2007, p. 201) argues that the account of the role of the virtues within practices is merely an initial and partial account that presupposes a more robust conception of the good characterizing human life as a whole, that is, of human flourishing. Given the limited role of the virtues in actually sustaining practices, their importance for the moral life must involve an account of how participation in practices enables participants to grasp the relevant normative distinctions characterizing the virtues (McDowell, 1980). Thus, a necessary supplement to MacIntyre's account of the role of the virtues within practices is an account of the moral psychology required for virtuous agency (Anscombe, 1958), an account that explains the patterns of thought that make possible virtuous agency within practices.



TOMASELLO ON JOINT INTENTIONALITY AND MORAL PSYCHOLOGY

Tomasello (2020) offers a penetrating account of moral psychology that dovetails closely with MacIntyre's (2007) criticisms of modern moral philosophy and his account of the virtues as rooted in social practices. Tomasello (2014, 2016, 2019) draws upon his previous research in evolutionary anthropology and developmental psychology, arguing that the experience of moral obligation is “first evident inside, but not outside, of collaborative activities structured by joint agency with a partner, and it is later evident in attitudes toward in-group, but not out-group, members connected by collective agency” (2020:1). Thus, like MacIntyre, Tomasello places great emphasis on joint agency, as the central locus of moral development. But he goes beyond MacIntyre's account in detailing the processes whereby participants in such activities develop a sense of the norms characterizing such activities as “binding” and intrinsically obligatory.

There are two salient aspects of moral obligation: The first concerns its special force. Moral obligation is experienced as negative and obligatory, demanding action (or inaction) against the agent's other desires. And the failure to observe salient moral norms is tied up with emotions such as guilt. As Tomasello (2020, p. 1) says, “Unlike the most basic human motivations, which are carrots, obligation is a stick.” Second, moral obligation is typically linked with a distinct social structure, such that breaches of obligations often “prompt normative protest, from the offended party, and apologies, excuses, and justifications from the offender” (Tomasello, 2020, p. 1).

An influential tradition, rooted in the work of Hume and other Enlightenment philosophers, has attempted to explain moral obligation in second-personal terms (Strawson, 1962; Scanlon, 2000; Darwall, 2009). This tradition focuses on the role of other persons in holding individuals accountable and the necessary recognition that one must give to others if they are to fulfill this role. As such, one can only be a moral agent, being bound by moral norms and experiencing a sense of obligation, insofar as one recognizes others as having the authority to hold oneself accountable. Accordingly, from this perspective, one's sense of moral obligation stems from the internalization of the other's second-person stance. Despite its promising potential to explain some important features of moral psychology, it does not explain why persons care about blame coming from others, or more generally, what is involved when agents recognize others' reactive attitudes (Strawson, 1962) as legitimate.

Tomasello (2020, p. 6) addresses these limitations by drawing upon the notion of a “joint agent,” a “we” that “not only conducts but also self-regulates the collaboration.” Thus, it is human beings' distinctive (or unique) capacity for collective intentionality that explains the experience of moral obligation, the experience of being bound by norms and being responsible to specific others. These same experiences underwrite the role of the virtues within practices as noted by MacIntyre (2007, p. 192). As Tomasello (2020, p. 6) argues, by “3 years of age, children are able to actually constitute a normatively structured joint agent ‘we’ by forming with a partner a joint commitment to jointly self-regulate the collaborative process.” This distinct human capacity for joint agency, the ability to say “we,” “gives each party to the agreement the standing to protest or rebuke non-cooperative behavior” (Tomasello, 2020, p. 6). You can protest my shirking because we are collaborating. Thus, the formation of a group agent provides a basis for mutual recognition between participants, making the second-person protestations of participants legitimate. Each party recognizes the other as a fellow participant in the collaborative process, someone who is equally responsible for the achievement of shared goals. Since we are collaborating, I have responsibilities to you as a fellow participant.

Likewise, the joint agent, the “we,” also allows for a form of self-conscious moral obligation. “The sense of obligation may thus be considered as a self-conscious motivation because it derives from a kind of threat from a ‘we,’ into which one has entered, that one might lose one's cooperative or moral identity within that ‘we’ ” (Tomasello, 2020, p. 12). I experience myself as bound by norms because I am involved in joint agency, that is, because we are collaborating. And these norms are recognized as self-consciously valid, or self-imposed because I am a constitutive member of the joint agent that we constitute. In a sense, we impose this obligation on ourselves. Thus, the distinct human capacity for joint agency grounds the experience of moral obligation and explains the standing that specific others have to hold fellow participants accountable.

It is worth briefly noting the important parallel between Tomasello's (2020) claims concerning the psychology of moral obligation and MacIntyre's (2007) well-known critique of modern moral philosophy. MacIntyre (2007) central claim was that moral norms—i.e., those typical of deontology, utilitarianism, and other modern moral theories—are unintelligible without reference to a concretely embodied notion of the good, especially that embodied within specific social practices (see Bernacchio, 2014). Within these contexts, moral norms are intelligible both as promoting causally and as constitutively realizing the morally salient goals embodied within specific practices (Taylor, 1994). Tomasello (2020) provides the moral psychological underpinnings of this account, explaining how joint agency in specific practices enables a “we” perspective, whereby participants hold themselves personally accountable from the perspective of the group agent. Thus, individuals can understand themselves as obligated by specific moral norms and responsible to specific others in terms of their shared participation in such a group agent. In other words, I am obligated because we are members of this practice and we must act this way in order to achieve our goals. Likewise, accounts of moral norms that leave out the context of joint intentionality make this type of normativity inexplicable (Tomasello, 2020).

MacIntyre (1988, 1990) does not stop at the level of specific practices, focusing more broadly on cultural traditions as the bearer of complex conceptions of the good. Likewise, Tomasello (2020, p. 7) argues that specific cultures are the ultimate locus of moral obligation: “Cultural practices and social norms in large part identify our group as who we are: ‘We’ are those people who talk, think, dress, and eat in these particular ways”. That is, specific cultures represent complex modes of joint agency, which shape participants' identities, providing the basis for their sense of moral obligation. This account provides much of the framework needed to understand MacIntyre's personalist moral psychology but it also suffers from a crucial limitation, a limitation that further serves to illustrate MacIntyre's account.

In short, according to Tomasello, moral obligation is relative to one's culture. He calls this a “self-conscious” sense of obligation (Tomasello, 2020) because agents bind themselves from the perspective of the group agent that they form with other members of their culture. But given Tomasello's account, moral obligation is necessarily reflectively unstable (Williams, 1985). That is, if participants in a specific culture come to understand why they experience a specific pattern of moral obligation in relation to specific persons, specifically if they understand their sense of moral obligation as a product of their arbitrary commitment to a given culture, this sense of obligation will become unstable (Williams, 1981). That is, they will have reason to reject these obligations as arbitrary products of their cultural formation, which are experienced as binding but that do not actually provide valid reasons to restrict their behavior accordingly.

Thus, Tomasello's (2020) account faces the problem of relativism: How can we think of ourselves as bound by moral norms if we understand moral obligation as a product of our participation in specific cultural practices. MacIntyre answers this question by appealing to a mode of joint agency that is not relative to a specific culture. By linking his account with Tomasello's analysis of moral obligation, key aspects of MacIntyre's personalist moral psychology become evident. It should also be noted that Tomasello and MacIntyre have different aims, where the former seeks to explain how the sense of moral obligation arises the latter is concerned to show that it is actually valid. As such there may be limits to the extent to which MacIntyre's solution to this problem, which I outline below, falls within the scope of Tomasello's inquiry.



PERSONALISM

Before explaining MacIntyre's response to this problem, a word about personalism is in order (see also Williams and Bengtsson, 2020). Maritain (1966: 12), the influential French Thomist and personalist, famously stated that “nothing can be more remote from the facts than the belief that ‘personalism’ is one school or one doctrine.” Personalism, he argued, is instead a current of thought that responds to two problems that were particularly acute in the 20th Century: totalitarianism and individualism. Maritain (1966: 11) sums up these problems with the question, “Does society exist for each one of us, or does each one of us exist for society?” He notes that a “unilateral answer would only plunge us into error” (Maritain, 1966: 11). For Maritain (1966: 13) a “principal concern of Thomistic personalism is to avoid both excesses,” thereby presenting an account of the person as neither a mere subordinate part of society nor an atomistic individual who is only accidentally related to others. Maritain (1966: 102) argues that the good of society must “flow back upon” persons, while persons must recognize that they “are subordinated to this common work […] to be accomplished by the social whole as such,” the common work of building a just society where persons can flourish. MacIntyre's response to the problem of relativism, which I refer to as his personalist moral psychology relates directly to the notion of personalism elaborated by Maritain.

For MacIntyre (1999, 2016), on the one hand, the internal goods of practices are good because they contribute to the good of the persons who participate in practices, that is, to their flourishing. On the other hand, persons live flourishing lives by contributing to the common good of the various practices and communities of which they are members. MacIntyre (1999, p. 109) says, that while “the pursuit of the common good of the community is, for all those capable of contributing to it, an essential ingredient of their individual good, the good of each particular individual is more than the common good.” In this way, MacIntyre articulates the central premise of Thomistic personalism as elaborated by Maritain (1966). Thus, the personal and the interpersonal dimensions of human life are inherently linked, because persons live flourishing lives through their interpersonal relations with others.

Likewise, this conception of personalism relates specifically to the issue of moral psychology. Anscombe (1958, p. 5) famously argued that an adequate account of moral psychology, including “an account of what type of characteristic a virtue is,” is needed to address the problems of ethics made apparent by the failures of modern moral theories. MacIntyre (1999, 2007, 2016) develops an account of moral psychology where the virtues both sustain practices and other forms of community and contribute to the flourishing of participants because they enable persons to learn from others person about the good. As he says, the virtues must “contribute to the good of that kind of whole human life in which the goods of particular practices are integrated into an overall pattern of goals which provides an answer to the question: ‘What is the best kind of life for a human being like me to lead?’ ” (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 264). This provides a context for understanding the distinctive personalist moral psychology that undergirds MacIntyre's moral sociology.



MACINTYRE'S PERSONALIST MORAL PSYCHOLOGY

To this point, I have explained MacIntyre's (2007) distinctive contribution to moral philosophy and applied ethics in terms of his account of the role of virtues in sustaining social practices. This account offered new insights concerning moral education and new opportunities for research focused on specific professions and organizations as loci of such virtuous practices. But I have also argued that on its own this account is inadequate. It is inadequate because the ethical requirements necessary to “count” as participating in a practice (Rawls, 1955), while real, are minimal. One can engage in a practice as long one does not directly cheat by violating the rules structuring the activity, but one can do this while also harming fellow practitioners in a variety of other ways and while seeking success rather than excellence. This lacuna indicates the need for a more robust moral psychological account of the way in which participation in practices generates a genuine, non-instrumental commitment to the virtues amongst participants. Tomasello's (2020) account of joint agency as facilitating a self-conscious sense of moral obligation fills the lacuna in MacIntyre's account. It explains how participation in practices generates a notion of a group agent, a “we,” whose dictates are experienced as binding on its members. In this way, the moral obligations that participants in specific practices experience stem from their membership in the group agent that is the practice.

This partially explains how participants in practices come to experience moral obligations within these contexts as categorically binding. But Tomasello's account is challenged by the problem of relativism since the recognition that one's sense of moral obligation stems from the arbitrary fact that one is a member of some specific culture rather than some other culture puts in question the validity of any moral obligations stemming from participation in that culture. Thus, his account does not fully explain how participants come to view moral obligations within practices as intrinsically valuable and binding. For how can one view oneself as bound by specific moral obligations if one is aware that these obligations would be completely different had one been raised in a different culture? MacIntyre addresses this problem in two ways, which together shape his personalist moral psychology.

First, whereas Tomasello's (2020) account focuses on the importance of culturally specific shared goals in generating a sense of moral obligation, MacIntyre (1985) argues that the experience of cultural failure is equally important to the development of a notion of moral objectivity. Cultural failure spans a spectrum from the radical breakdown experienced by some communities, such as the Crow Nation (Lear, 2006), whose way of life became obsolete as a result of social and ecological change, to an ongoing inability to satisfactorily solve specific problems, such as climate change or political gridlock. What these cases have in common is the collapse of collaboration and joint intentionality. In this sense, cultural failure is not merely a technical problem, an inability to identify and employ adequate means to a desired end. Instead, it involves a type of incoherence, an ability to understand which goals are salient and why these goals are worth pursuing (Jaeggi, 2018). What these sorts of failures manifest is the distinction between the moral norms and values specific to a particular culture and the good. This is the distinction between truth and warranted assertability (MacIntyre, 1985), between the judgments and actions that are accepted as valid in one's community and those judgments and actions that are actually valid. In other words, the experience of cultural failure provides the basis for a non-culturally relative conception of moral objectivity.

Second, the experience of cultural failure involves the breakdown of joint agency within specific social contexts but it also points to the existence of a broader, non-culturally specific, joint activity that potentially encompasses all persons. MacIntyre notes that within the sorts of cooperative activities highlighted by Tomasello (2020), individuals must learn from others about the nature of the goods that are at stake and about their relative importance in comparison with other goods. MacIntyre (1999, p. 141) calls this “political recognition,” where this involves treating others as “someone whom it would be wrong to ignore or to exclude from political deliberation.” Within this context, universal ethical norms make such learning possible. “Those universal and invariant requirements,” MacIntyre (1994, p. 184) argues, “specify the preconditions for the kind of responsiveness by one human being to others which makes it possible for each to learn from the others' questioning.” In other words, ethical norms sustain cooperative practices because they make learning possible, specifically, the kind of learning needed to overcome limitations of existing conceptions of the good within one's culture, to better attain the truth about the good.

As MacIntyre (1994, p. 184) says, “They are the preconditions of a kind of rational conversation in which no one need fear being victimized by others”. Norms such as those associated with the virtues of honesty, courage, justice, benevolence, and temperance (MacIntyre, 2007) promote trust and give persons the assurance needed to learn from and teach other persons. Insofar as these norms are ignored, encounters with other persons will be rife with fear and opportunism, greatly limiting the possibilities for mutual learning. And because of the omnipresent possibility of cultural failure, and the need to learn from rival cultural traditions about the limits of one's own culture, ethical norms must extend beyond the bounds of one's specific culture. They must extend to all human beings, in order to facilitate “rational conversation…in achieving good and the good either within or between cultures” MacIntyre (1994, p. 184).

It is now possible to bring these threads together in order to explain MacIntyre's personalist moral psychology. As Tomasello (2020) argues, joint intentionally within cooperative activities facilitates a self-conscious sense of moral obligation. Agents understand themselves as integral elements of a group agent—a “we”—that places binding obligations on its constituent members. Members understand themselves as bound by the norms structuring their shared activity and as responsible to other members because of their identification with the group agent. Cooperative activities extend beyond specific practices encompassing entire cultures understood as large-scale modes of joint agency. But cultures face the omnipresent potential for failure, involving incoherence and an inability to understand the point and purpose, that is the value, of the activities that members are engaged in. This potential for cultural failure enables persons to distinguish between the norms, goods, and values that are taken to be valid within their particular culture and those that are actually valid. In other words, the omnipresent potential for cultural failure gives rise to a sense of moral objectivity (MacIntyre, 1985), even if this is only the recognition that one's own culture has failed to attain moral truth and objectivity.

The drive toward objectivity or moral truth rather than cultural acceptability means that it is always necessary to learn from others, both from minority voices in one's own culture and from proponents of alternative cultural traditions (MacIntyre, 1994). This necessitates the political recognition of others as actual or potential partners in a shared inquiry concerning the good (MacIntyre, 1999, p. 141). But learning is only possible through an uncalculating adherence to ethical norms. Only by treating others as persons from whom it is always possible to learn something (MacIntyre, 1999), which means adhering to moral rules associated with virtues such as justice, courage, honesty, temperance, and benevolence is it possible to achieve one's own good (MacIntyre, 1994). Thus, one must treat other persons, both within and across cultures, as fellow participants in a rational conversation concerning the good, that is, in an all-encompassing activity of practical reasoning, in order to learn what is needed to attain objective moral truth. From this perspective, one is an integral element of a joint agent (Tomasello, 2020) that extends beyond any particular culture, encompassing all persons, thereby placing binding obligations on all human beings (MacIntyre, 1994, p. 185). From this perspective, persons can understand themselves as obligated by ethical norms because they are engaged in the shared activity of moral inquiry directed toward objective moral truth. As a person, I can only achieve my good insofar as I recognize that we must learn together about the good, where this “we” encompasses all persons, any of whom may teach me about the good (MacIntyre, 1999). Thus, MacIntyre's approach addresses Maritain's (1966) concern to avoid unilaterally subsuming persons within their communities or marginalizing communities in favor of individuals.

Before concluding, it is important to relate this account of MacIntyre's personalist moral psychology to his explicit discussions of relativism (see MacIntyre, 1977, 1988). First, it should be noted that two distinct questions arise whenever agents are faced with conflicting sets of moral norms. The first concerns the question of how they can navigate this sort of conflict so as to discriminate between and choose the set of norms that they have most reason to endorse. The second question concerns the way that agents have to think about moral norms, generally, so that this conflict between sets of norms does not undermine the very idea of normativity, the notion that norms are binding. These questions are not completely independent as a satisfactory answer to the first question is required for a fully satisfactory answer to the second, and vice-versa.

MacIntyre's (1977, 1988) explicit discussions of relativism largely focus on the first question. He argues that the experience of cultural failure or “epistemological crises,” where communal norms lapse into incoherence (MacIntyre, 1977, p. 465) can be overcome through the construction of dramatic narratives that explain why specific sets of norms are inadequate and why this inadequacy only becomes visible by adopting a new and, therefore, superior perspective, the perspective of some rival community. The ability to truthfully construct this type of narrative not only provides individuals with a way of navigating radical conflict between sets of norms, specifically when current norms become increasingly incoherent but also provides confidence that were one's norms to lapse into this type of incoherence at some point in the future, one would be able to respond rationally to this problem.

The account of moral psychology articulated above focuses on the second question. Here the question is how persons must think about moral norms so that conflicting norms do not undermine the very idea of normativity. This is the problem facing Tomasello's (2020) account of moral psychology. Where his account provides key elements needed to think about moral psychology, especially the notions of joint intentionality, group agency, and self-conscious obligation, thereby shedding light on MacIntyre's approach, it does not address the problem of relativism because it centers upon culturally specific contexts of joint agency (Tomasello, 2020). MacIntyre's account goes beyond Tomasello's by viewing human beings as engaged in a mode of action that transcends specific cultures, the activity of moral inquiry, directed toward uncovering the truth about the human good (MacIntyre, 1994). In conjunction with Tomasello's account of joint agency, this explains how persons come to experience moral norms as genuinely binding in a manner that avoids the threat of relativism.

Thus, while MacIntyre's account of dramatic narratives sheds light on the problem of the bindingness of norms, by giving persons confidence that moral conflict is not intractable, this account also presupposes a personalist moral psychology since persons within a specific culture or community can only learn from others in radically different cultures, possibly deciding to adopt those radically different norms if they view those others as providing radically different answers to the very same question, the question about the good (MacIntyre, 1977, 1988, 1994). As MacIntyre (2007, p. 219) says, “the good life for man is the life spent in seeking for the good life for man”. As such, it must be possible to view every culture as attempting to answer this question if one is to sustain a notion of political recognition (MacIntyre, 1999) that goes beyond specific cultures. Likewise, persons can only learn from others who are radically different insofar as they exercise virtues, avoiding violence, coercion, and manipulation (MacIntyre, 1994). This means that they must view the virtues, especially justice, not merely as norms that sustain their specific cultures or communities but rather as norms that enable them to learn from others no matter how different, norms that enable persons to address other persons as interlocutors within the shared activity of moral inquiry (MacIntyre, 1999), and possibly to adopt their perspective if it proves to be superior to their own (MacIntyre, 1977).



CONCLUSION

This article began by raising the question of whether MacIntyre's sociology of the virtues presupposes a personalist moral psychology. Because of its focus on the role of the virtues in sustaining social practices, MacIntyre's moral sociology has generated new opportunities for research in applied ethics and the social sciences. This work has combined theoretical and empirical perspectives that have shed new light on the importance of the virtues within organizations, professions, and other related social and institutional contexts. But taken as a purely functional claim, the notion that virtues are necessary to sustain social practices is problematic for two reasons. First, only a very minimal level of ethical commitment is required to actually “count” (Rawls, 1955) as participating in a practice. But this minimal level of ethical commitment is compatible with much vicious behavior between players, i.e., lying about moves made in previous games to confuse one's opponent.

Second, players may care more about success rather than excellence within practices. For instance, a doctor may use his medical expertise to perform lucrative operations that are somewhat harmful to patient health but which result in aesthetically pleasing changes for patients. By common opinion, this doctor is engaged in the practice of medicine, but he has clearly sacrificed patient health for financial gain. Thus, practices may operate for long periods of time, despite the absence of virtues amongst practitioners, when participants become focused more on success rather than excellence.

As such, a broader perspective is needed to understand the role of ethics within social practices. Tomasello's (2020) account of the moral psychology of obligation offers important insights that complement MacIntyre's (2007) account of the role of the virtues within social practices. Specifically, Tomasello argues that within cooperative contexts involving collective intentionality, participants develop a “we” perspective, that of a joint agent. From this perspective moral obligations are experienced as self-consciously valid, as obligations that the agent must adhere to because of her identification with the joint agent. This account goes some way toward explaining the role of the virtues within practices but because it is indexed to specific cultures, which are viewed as specific contexts of joint intentionality (Tomasello, 2019) it faces the problem of relativism. Stated simply, when agents come to understand their experiences of moral obligation as resulting from their participation in a specific culture, they have reason to question the veracity of these experiences. Moral obligation may seem arbitrary, a cultural artifact to be ignored rather than something to be adhered to categorically. This limitation in Tomasello's (2020) account further illustrates key elements of MacIntyre's personalist moral psychology.

Thus, MacIntyre addresses this problem in two related ways. First, he notes the importance of cultural failure as a source of moral objectivity (MacIntyre, 1985), arguing that the experience of incoherence, lack of progress, or cultural breakdown (Lear, 2006) enables persons to distinguish between the moral norms and values recognized as valid within their culture at any given time from those that are objectively valid. Second, he argues that the potential for failure means that it is always possible to learn from others about the good, both those within one's cultural tradition and those in other traditions. MacIntyre (1999, p. 141) calls this political recognition, where this involves treating others as partners in a shared inquiry concerning the good, that is as persons from whom may have much to learn. But learning is only possible insofar as one observes a range of moral norms in one's interactions with others (MacIntyre, 1994), including especially the virtues.

Thus, beyond specific practices or cultures, all persons are potentially or actually engaged in a common joint activity, that of moral inquiry. This provides the ultimate point of reference for moral obligation. Agents experience a sense of moral obligation because of their membership in the community of persons engaged in moral inquiry, persons seeking the truth about the good. By forming a joint agent together with other persons, potentially all persons, in pursuit of moral truth (MacIntyre, 1985) moral obligation is experienced as self-consciously valid (Tomasello, 2020), in a manner that is not threatened by relativism. Accordingly, the virtues are needed to sustain social practices insofar as participants view them as important social contexts where it is always possible, and often necessary, to learn from others about the good. Thus, while Tomasello (2020) provides important insights into the way that moral obligations are generated in contexts of joint agency, MacIntyre explains how the experience of cultural breakdowns enables persons to view themselves as engaged in a transcultural mode of joint agency involving shared inquiry concerning the good.
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