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Goodness and Tradition 

This book investigates the importance of spirituality in moral life. The au-
thor claims that modern secular morality sufers from a lack of spirituality 
and argues that a solution to this problem can be found in tradition. 

Over several centuries, a process of secularization has loosened both the 
hold and the appeal of religion in the West. Morality did not dissipate, as 
many feared it would. This book is motivated by the idea that, neverthe-
less, something important was lost along the way. Arguing that a lack of 
spirituality has weakened secular moral life, the author seeks to identify 
an alternative source of spirituality that is not divine or supernatural. To 
this end, she considers three perspectives that ofer potential sources of 
secular spirituality: Aristotelian humanism, which emphasizes nature; ex-
istentialist humanism, which emphasizes freedom and choice; and Confu-
cian humanism, which emphasizes rituals. The author ultimately defends 
the view that traditions are intrinsically good as creations that elevate hu-
man nature through their customs, practices, and institutions. Further, she 
argues that the initiation into tradition is necessary to bring a person into 
the “space of reasons,” which encompasses both moral and non-moral 
values. In consequence, traditions are appropriate objects of existential 
gratitude, which some theists hold to be the foundation of religious ex-
perience. Thus, it is possible to infuse secular moral life with spirituality 
by reawakening a love for the traditions in which it is already embedded. 

Goodness and Tradition will appeal to scholars and graduate students in 
ethics, metaethics, and moral psychology who are interested in questions 
of moral motivation and experience. It will also appeal to those who are 
interested in the role of religion in moral life, as well as philosophers who 
are interested in comparative approaches to Western and Chinese thought. 

Irene Liu is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Le Moyne College in Syra-
cuse, New York. She has published articles on topics in ethical naturalism, 
pluralism, moral psychology, history of Greek and Roman philosophy, 
and Confucian thought. Her most recent articles appeared in Philosophy, 
European Journal of Philosophy, and Journal of Value Inquiry. 
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For my parents, Tieh-Fo and Ching-Li Liu, who taught 
me to love tradition. 
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Every genuine artist must be looked upon as one who is guarding 
something that is acknowledged to be sacred, which it is his wish 
to propagate with earnestness and care. But every century, in its 
own way, tends toward what is secular, striving to make what is 
sacred, common, what is difcult, easy, what is serious, amusing; 
and nothing could be said against this, were it not for the fact 
that earnestness and humor are thereby utterly destroyed.1 

1 Goethe, Letters to Zelter, March 18, 1811, tr. A. D. Coleridge (George Bell and Sons, 
1892), 81. 
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Introduction 

1. 

Since the early modern period, a process of secularization has gradu-
ally loosened both the hold and the appeal of religion in the West. Many 
feared along the way that the loss of divine authority would lead to moral 
collapse; some would say that the danger remains even today. But most 
people today would disagree.1 What has taken the place of theism in the 
lives of many is secular humanism, a non-religious framework for under-
standing our place in the world that knits together scientifc knowledge 
and a sense of value, meaning, and purpose. Humanist morality, which 
is broadly encapsulated by the slogan “good without God,” upholds the 
dignity and value of human life, and it is the backdrop of many of the 
signifcant moral developments of modern times. Indeed, some would say 
that moral progress has increased as religion weakened and secularism 
gained ground: there are now fewer wars, less violence and cruelty, more 
rights for minority groups, and less inequality than at any time in human 
history.2 And so it is that, in the minds of many, morality has not only 
survived the loss of religious authority, but grown stronger. 

This book was motivated by the idea that, nevertheless, something im-
portant was lost along the way. Theists experience moral life with a pro-
found sense of meaning because they see it as a way of being closer to God. 
Cast in the light of cosmic purpose, their morality is animated with sacred 
signifcance, their striving for goodness touched with grace. The same can-
not be said for secular morality, which seems to lack what William James 
calls the “note of infnitude,” Iris Murdoch refers to as “mysticism,” and 
I would describe as “spirituality,” or a “life-orientation” toward a trans-
cendent good that elicits reverence and awe.3 Secularist morality works 
insofar as people are able to treat each other with respect, meet moral 
obligations, and cultivate virtues without God. But the experiential qual-
ity of morality is another matter. I venture to say that most secularists are 
not moved by a sense of reverence or awe in their moral life, and while 
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2 Goodness and Tradition 

many may derive a sense of meaning from moral actions, they would not 
describe this meaning as sacred. In short, secular morality seems to lack a 
signifcant dimension of experience that exists in religious morality, and 
this, it seems to me, is a genuine loss. 

Of course, many secularists would disagree that any fundamental value 
has been lost. Many who reject religion do not see spirituality itself as 
valuable and are thus unlikely to see the de-spiritualization of moral life 
as impoverishing. At the very least, many would say that spirituality is ir-
relevant to moral goodness. After all, there are plenty of corrupt theists, 
and atheists can be just as good as saints. Indeed, those who are most 
serious about morality may positively welcome the de-spiritualization of 
moral life. This is because spirituality takes efort and attention that could 
otherwise be directed to the difcult, but mundane work of improving the 
world and helping others. 

But there are signs of trouble. For one thing, it can now seem that “be-
ing good [is] no longer a good thing” and that “moral people [are] almost 
always bores.”4 Maximal morality has come to be viewed by many as 
“saccharine” and “disgusting,” and it is said that “[s]aints should always 
be judged guilty until they are proved innocent.”5 In this context, one must 
be careful not to be too good, as goodness itself is something that needs to 
be moderated along with other values – success, meaning, love, authentic-
ity, and so on – to produce a satisfying, well-balanced life. The results of 
this attitude shift are predictable. When being good is no longer a good 
thing, being bad is no longer bad – or, at least, not that bad. And so some 
conclude that it is best to aspire to the neither-too-moral-nor-too-immoral 
middle ground of “decency.”6 While such attitudes evince a concern for 
morality, they are hardly inspiring, and it is natural to worry about where 
they will eventually lead. 

Then again, secularists who still believe that being good “ought to be 
difcult and breath-taking” may end up worse.7 Over the last few centu-
ries, we have seen certain stripes of activists devote themselves to secular 
moral ideals with a fervor and devotion that might rightly be described as 
quasi-religious. The most extreme versions have been positively horrifc: 
Stalinism and Maoism, both secular revolutionary movements, took the 
lives of tens of millions of people. But even milder cases can be disruptive, 
corrupting, and counterproductive. Many have likened a “cancel culture” 
devoted to extirpating harmful attitudes and views – as well as, oftentimes, 
the people who hold them – to a new religion.8 These examples are signs 
of a spiritual malaise that threatens to impact our ability to conduct moral 
life. It may not lead to moral collapse, but it could still be dangerous. 

The goal of this book is to defend a sort of spirituality in moral life that 
does not depend on the divine or supernatural. Unlike staunchly secular 
authors, I think that humanist morality is seriously impoverished without 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 3 

a sense of spirituality. Moral motivation, I argue, runs dry, and moral life 
is coarsened, narrowed, and fattened, unless it fows from the sort of love 
that is inspired by objects of spiritual devotion. At the same time, unlike 
authors who approach this matter from a religious perspective, I do not 
seek a return to religion or a supernatural re-enchantment of the world. I 
assume that supernaturalism, however refned, is not a possible view for 
the secularist. And I take it that whatever spirituality there is to uncover 
must come from within a squarely humanistic perspective. The challenge, 
then, is to identify something suitably naturalistic that can take the place 
of God as the object of spiritual devotion in secular moral life. 

2. 

Of course, there is no single humanistic perspective on moral life. Secular 
humanism is not a theory so much as a “climate of opinion” that accom-
modates a wide variety of views, and the origins of humanist thought have 
been traced to myriad, divergent sources – ancient and modern, Western 
and non-Western.9 With this in mind, I consider three humanistic perspec-
tives on moral life as potential resolutions to the spirituality problem – 
Aristotelian, Existentialist, and Confucian. While I do not think that any 
of the views can be adopted wholesale, they are worth serious considera-
tion due to their appeal among both philosophers and non-philosophers 
today. Notably, the inclusion of a non-Western view demonstrates the 
benefts of a comparative approach to our problem, for it is very difcult 
to contemplate a replacement for God from within a perspective that has 
been so thoroughly shaped by theistic thinking. As a system of thought 
that is widely considered humanistic from the beginning, Confucianism 
ofers a fresh perspective on the problem. 

My discussion of the two Western views revolves around a pair of 
contraries – nature and freedom. Defended by Aristotelianism and ex-
istentialism, respectively, both of these concepts appear at frst blush 
to be strong candidates to ground a secular, spiritualized morality. Not 
only do they each anchor a moral perspective that arguably contains 
something transcendent, but they resonate deeply with popular views 
today: Aristotle’s teleological conception of nature provides a basis for 
seeing the pursuit of natural goodness and human goodness, in par-
ticular, as a kind of spiritual project, whereas the existentialist view of 
human freedom locates a sort of spiritual experience in the individual 
creation of moral values. I argue that neither of these views resolves 
the spirituality problem, but because they are contraries of a sort, they 
bring to light the challenge that faces the secularist. To put it coarsely, 
the defciencies of Aristotelianism show the need to go beyond nature, 
while the defciencies of existentialism show the need for something 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

4 Goodness and Tradition 

with the normative force of nature. Each view gets an aspect that is es-
sential to a spiritualized morality, but the two views cannot be stably 
combined. 

It is, however, worth noting that, while their diferences are profound, 
Aristotelian and existentialist humanisms both represent responses to the 
prospect of morality in a godless world. As such, they are both developed 
under pressure, however implicit, to fll a God-shaped void. The problem 
of responding to such a void is that nothing worldly can fll it – neither the 
perfection of human nature, nor the creative potential of human freedom 
is up to the task of replacing an all-perfect Creator. The only way for a 
secularist to avoid this problem is to give up on the idea that a replacement 
for God in moral life will be God-like. Like much advice, this is easier said 
than done. 

But a template can be found in Confucianism. A thinker of the Axial 
Age, Confucius is often compared to the likes of Socrates and Aristotle, 
though the assimilation can be misleading. Widely considered as one of 
the world’s oldest humanisms, his perspective is arguably complete with-
out any reference to supernatural or divine beings. In this way, it is unlike 
most of its ancient and modern Western counterparts, which either assume 
the existence of the divine or are embarrassed by its absence. Against a 
backdrop that is neither godly nor godless, Confucians see human good-
ness in terms of participation in society and mastery of a culture that ex-
ceeds anything found in human nature. The moral exemplar is neither 
a perfect specimen of natural goodness nor a godlike decider of value, 
but well-mannered, knowledgeable, and refned. Despite being thoroughly 
mundane, Confucian humanism does not devolve into a dreary conven-
tionalism. Instead, it brings into view what has been described as the “sa-
credness of the secular.”10 For Confucians, culture is not an accretion of 
mere habits, but the way that humans access or “broaden” the ultimate 
reality known as dao.11 

I believe that none of these three views provides a complete response 
to the spirituality problem, but there is something to be learned from 
each of them. At the very least, it is worth understanding why some of 
the most obvious and attractive possibilities for secular spirituality fall 
short. While it incorporates elements of all three, the position I ultimately 
defend is heavily infuenced by Confucian thought. More specifcally, I 
expand upon the Confucian idea that there are spiritual possibilities in-
herent in human culture, however imperfect, parochial, arbitrary, and 
contingent it may be. In so doing, my goal is not to interpret or revive 
Confucianism per se, but rather to translate some of its insights into 
terms that are acceptable to Western secularists. In essence, I will attempt 
to defend a resolution to the spirituality problem that bridges two ways 
of thought. 
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3. 

My bridge will be the concept of tradition, and my primary claim is that 
tradition can take the place of God in secular moral life. More precisely, I 
argue that the spirituality problem can be resolved through traditionalism, 
or the love of and devotion to one’s own tradition. 

By “tradition,” I mean a comprehensive way of life that is passed down 
from generation to generation. Examples include Western, American, 
British, Native American, and Chinese traditions. My view is pluralistic 
in that I do not mean to single out any particular tradition as a source of 
spirituality in moral life. Indeed, I think that every tradition can play this 
role, though the traditions that are likely most relevant to readers of this 
book come from the West. These are the societies that are most at risk of 
experiencing the spirituality problem. Not unrelatedly, they also happen 
to be the ones where tradition is most likely to be neglected. 

To this point, tradition does not garner very much attention in aca-
demic philosophy today. Two prominent thinkers that take up the topic 
are Alasdair MacIntyre and Michael Oakeshott, but there are few more 
than that.12 At the time of this writing, the concept of tradition has no in-
troductions, no entry in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, and no 
“guides to the subject” in mainstream presses. This lacuna can be attrib-
uted to multiple causes. First, there are moral and political reasons to shun 
tradition. Many associate tradition with unpopular views about women, 
sexual minorities, and the family. More generally, tradition is associated 
with conservatism, which is viewed by many, particularly in the academy, 
as retrograde and parochial. Perhaps worst of all, the concept of tradi-
tion has been claimed by thinkers of the radical right, whose connections 
to fascism make them unacceptable to most. Beyond moral and political 
considerations, there are cultural biases that set people against tradition. 
Modern Western societies tend to place great emphasis on what can be 
scientifcally proven and rationally argued, and they are generally resist-
ant to obedience or subordination to what cannot be vindicated through 
reason. However, tradition is based in history, shaped by contingency, and 
full of arbitrary distinctions, and traditionalism requires a certain degree 
of submission to what cannot be fully rationalized. Although it is not a 
supernatural phenomenon, many people see tradition as no more rational 
than religion. Needless to say, this does not exactly endear tradition to 
most philosophers. Finally, there are practical obstacles to embracing tra-
dition. Forces of globalization, economic and technological, have weak-
ened the infuence of tradition. As people all over the globe become more 
connected and culture more homogeneous, it is getting harder and harder 
to maintain an authentic connection to traditional ways of living. Some 
traditions have simply died out, and many more are on the way. For all 
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of these reasons, defenders of tradition will appear hopelessly misguided, 
deluded, or worse. So, it is no wonder that tradition is mostly neglected in 
the academic literature. 

But facts on the ground are somewhat diferent. Despite the negativity 
surrounding tradition, many people continue to derive a sense of spiritual 
fulfllment from their participation in tradition. Some of these individuals 
identify with particular countries or nations, others with particular tribes 
or civilizations, and still others with particular historical or cultural com-
munities. These individuals, whom I consider to be various forms of tra-
ditionalists, love and are devoted to their respective traditions. They look 
to their traditions as a source of shared meaning that transcends their 
individual lives. They revere the wisdom of their predecessors, and they 
stand in awe of the achievements, both moral and non-moral, of those 
who came before. They see moral life in terms of values, beliefs, and ide-
als that are grounded in tradition, brought to life by historical fgures in 
historical events, and realized in culturally specifc institutions, practices, 
and customs. And they experience the commitment to honor the sacrifces 
of past generations and to care for the viability of future generations as 
sacred. It is, of course, true that traditionalism, just like religiosity, can 
take dark turns, and one of my tasks will be to distinguish good from bad 
forms of traditionalism. Nevertheless, it seems to me that, in its fullest and 
best instances, traditionalism is a sort of spiritual devotion that enhances 
moral life. 

In proposing traditionalism as a resolution to the spirituality problem, 
I thus take myself to be bringing to view an experience that is already 
known to many people. A signifcant part of this work will involve shed-
ding light on the nature of tradition, which, despite being utterly familiar, 
is not very well understood. I argue that tradition is the source of one’s 
humanity, or that in virtue of which a person is a participant in a moral 
community, capable of having ends and purposes, pursuing meaning, and 
cultivating character. On my view, we come into humanity by living in 
some particular way that is realized through, but not reducible to, cul-
turally and historically informed customs, practices, institutions, beliefs, 
values, arts, landscapes, artifacts, and so on. I argue that, as the source of 
one’s humanity, tradition is intrinsically good. It is also a proper object of 
existential gratitude, or a kind of transpersonal gratitude for one’s very 
existence that has been described as the “ground zero of religious experi-
ence.”13 This accounts for the spiritual attachment that people have to 
tradition. Finally, I explain how it is that people who come to love their 
traditions appreciate an expanded sense of moral life and experience a 
deeper and richer commitment to moral values. 

Insofar as it does not depend on a belief in supernatural entities, tra-
ditionalism is not, on its own, a religion. But it is a spiritual orientation 
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that enhances moral life. Since there is no person on earth who is not 
part of some tradition or other, the spiritualized morality of traditionalism 
is equally available to everyone, both religious and non-religious. If this 
is correct, a resolution to the spirituality problem already exists in plain 
sight. We just need to see it for what it is. 

4. 

The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 introduces the spirituality 
problem and argues, against various critics, that it is something that sec-
ular humanists must take seriously. Part 2 considers three humanist re-
sponses to the spirituality problem based in Aristotelian, Existentialist, 
and Confucian philosophies, respectively. Part 3 advances traditionalism, 
or the love of and devotion to tradition, as a solution to the spirituality 
problem and defends the view against serious criticisms. Readers who are 
only interested in my positive view can skip from Part 1 to Part 3 without 
missing anything essential. 

Secular humanists argue for the possibility of “goodness without God” 
by appealing to values such as justice and human dignity. While many 
would agree that this is possible, Chapter 1 seeks to raise questions about 
the experiential quality of a purely secular morality. Drawing on thinkers 
such as William James and Iris Murdoch, I argue that religious morality is 
enhanced and deepened by the theist’s love for a transcendent good. This 
sort of love, a spiritual love, inspires moral transformation by turning at-
tention away from the self and promoting full engagement with external 
reality. The spirituality problem is that, without a comparable object of 
love, secularist morality is qualitatively worse than it could be. While some 
humanists claim to love humanity, I argue that humanity, understood as 
the human race, is not an appropriate object of spiritual love. I conclude 
that, to resolve the spirituality problem, the secularist needs to identify a 
non-supernatural, but transcendent good that can take the place of God 
in moral life. 

The majority of humanists, unmoved by what has called the “religious 
temperament,” will recoil from the suggestion that spirituality belongs in 
moral life. Chapter 2 considers and answers two main objections to the 
entire project. Some philosophers will deny that spirituality is necessary 
because reason is sufcient to motivate morality. I argue that this response 
fails to appreciate the immense psychological obstacles to moral life. While 
not impossible, it is highly difcult to overcome these obstacles without 
the ennobling infuence of spiritual love. Others will say that the call for 
spirituality encourages an unhealthy obsession with morality. There are, 
in particular, two distinct sorts of obsession to be worried about – a life-
denying do-gooderism and a dangerous fanaticism. I argue that the frst 
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obsession is not the result of spirituality and that the second results from 
misdirected spiritual impulses. In so doing, I also explain how each is, in 
its own way, actually an expression of the spirituality problem. 

Chapter 3 considers Aristotelian humanism as a potential secular reso-
lution to the spirituality problem. This view grounds morality in human 
fourishing, which represents the fulfllment of natural human capacities. 
Martha Nussbaum has argued that, insofar as it surpasses ordinary hu-
manity, fourishing embodies a sort of “human transcendence.” Thus, a 
secular spirituality might be found through devotion to human fourish-
ing. I argue that human fourishing cannot sustain spiritual love because 
it is a sort of perfection that is, unlike God, defned by limits. This good is 
embodied in healthy and virtuous individuals, and it can elicit admiration 
and delight. But it cannot elicit spiritual love because it lacks the “note of 
infnitude and mystery.” I argue, in addition, that true human transcend-
ence, as exemplifed by sports heroes and saints, is unnatural and unac-
counted for by Aristotelian logic. I conclude that the transcendent good of 
secular spirituality must go beyond the merely natural. 

Existentialism, which is described by some as the “religion of exist-
ence,” ostensibly flls the gap left by Aristotelianism by positing a radical 
human freedom as the source of human transcendence. Chapter 4 consid-
ers how an existentialist morality that is based on human freedom might 
resolve the spirituality problem. According to Sartre, human beings estab-
lish morality for themselves by creating values and, in so doing, transcend 
their situations. Drawing on critics such as Iris Murdoch and Charles 
Taylor, I argue that this view fails to support a satisfactory resolution to 
the spirituality problem. Unconstrained by a sense of external necessity, 
the free agent’s moral choices are shallow, indulgent, and trivial, and a 
life grounded on existentialist freedom is ultimately unsustainable for a 
human being. The discussion shows that any resolution to the spirituality 
problem must put a person in touch with an objective reality or necessity 
larger than herself that commands obedience. 

Chapter 5 is devoted to Confucian humanism, which fnds both free-
dom and necessity in the comprehensive, open-ended, normative reality 
known as dao or the Way. According to Herbert Fingarette, Confucius’s 
insight is that the traditional customs (li) that regulate daily life are, in fact, 
“sacred rites” that represent “roadmaps” of the Way. Confucian moral-
ity centers on the mastery of these customs, which efect the “magical” 
transformation of the human animal into a moral being. Thus, those who 
master li are not only moral exemplars, but also harmoniously integrated 
into the ultimate reality of dao. While this view does account for a spir-
itualized morality, there are two main obstacles to adopting it. First, it is 
uncritically reliant on human conventions. Second, the metaphysical sta-
tus of dao is uncertain and, from the perspective of a secularist, suspect. 
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Nevertheless, the Confucian perspective moves our query forward by il-
luminating the spiritual potential inherent in human culture. 

Chapter 6 begins the work of advancing tradition as a solution to the 
spirituality problem. The primary goal of this chapter is to establish that 
tradition is or possesses a sort of intrinsic goodness. I begin by defning tra-
dition as a way of life that is passed down from generation to generation. 
Drawing on a well-known view of habituation, I then explain that tradition 
imposes shape on the raw material of human nature through its customs, 
practices, institutions, and so forth. In the process, tradition elevates the 
human animal into a bearer of humanity, which is that in virtue of which a 
person is a participant in a moral community, capable of having ends and 
purposes, pursuing meaning, and cultivating character. Thus, I argue, tra-
dition possesses a variety of intrinsic goodness known to artists as “truth 
to materials.” Just as a “truthful” artifact honors, exalts, and beautifes 
its raw material, a “truthful” shaping of human nature honors, exalts, 
and beautifes the human being. I call the latter goodness humaneness and 
argue that every tradition is humane. 

In Chapter 7, I argue that traditionalism, or the love of and devotion to 
tradition, can resolve the spirituality problem. I begin by considering the 
examples of three sorts of people – Native Americans, Confucians, and 
American patriots – who love their traditions. Such traditionalists revere 
the ways of their predecessors, and they view tradition as sacred. Insofar 
as they treat their traditions as objects of spiritual devotion, their experi-
ence supports the idea that tradition is a viable resolution to the spir-
ituality problem. Drawing on the fndings of the previous chapter, I then 
argue that tradition is indeed worthy of spiritual devotion because it is the 
proper object of existential gratitude. In addition, I explain how tradition-
alism infuses moral life with a sense of depth, height, and signifcance, and 
I argue that the love of tradition shields people from some of the moral 
dangers that face secularists. 

The fnal two chapters consider objections to my proposed resolution 
to the spirituality problem. Chapter 8 is dedicated to the morality of tra-
ditionalism, which is widely viewed with suspicion today. This concern 
is broken down into four objections: (1) traditionalism is inherently par-
tial, (2) traditionalism perpetuates immoral practices, (3) traditionalism 
depends on bad faith, and (4) traditionalism is a form of idolatry. While 
I concede that bad forms of traditionalism can fall to any of these objec-
tions, I argue that good forms of traditionalism do not. In so doing, I 
enrich our understanding of traditionalism. More specifcally, I argue that 
traditionalism requires recognition of and respect for people outside of 
one’s tradition, critical scrutiny and continual revision, open-mindedness, 
a healthy amount of self-awareness, and a pluralistic acceptance of other 
ways of living. 
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Even if they are not opposed to traditionalism, many will be skeptical 
of my proposal because the process of secularization is also associated 
with the weakening of tradition. Globalization, magnifed by technology, 
has led to the destruction of local traditions, and many people have lost 
their connection to traditional ways. Chapter 9 considers two cosmopoli-
tan objections to the practical viability of my view: (1) it is no longer pos-
sible to live authentically as a traditionalist, and (2) most people today are 
indiferent to tradition. I argue that the frst objection is based on faulty 
assumptions about what it means to live within a tradition. Not only does 
our participation in globalized networks not undermine the existence of 
tradition, but it is not possible to live beyond tradition. It is true that living 
a traditional life may be more complicated today. But whether we like it 
or not, we are all part of some tradition, and cosmopolitans are no excep-
tion. Against the second objection, I argue that it is possible to recover 
an emotional connection to tradition through traditional education, or 
the study of culture through classic texts, history, myth, narratives, arts, 
and so forth. The chapter concludes with a defense of the humanities as a 
modern form of traditional education. 
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1 Goodness Without God 

1. 

It has been over a century since Nietzsche pronounced the death of God. 
While religion retains a greater hold than many realize, the claim is no 
longer shocking to many people in the Western world. For those individu-
als, religion has been replaced by some, mostly inchoate form of secular 
humanism. Secular humanism – which I will subsequently refer to simply 
as “humanism” – is a general ethical orientation or attitude toward life 
that knits together scientifc knowledge, a sense of values, and an inter-
est in meaning and purpose. This perspective is principally defned by its 
rejection of religion, which is based on a scientifcally grounded “skepti-
cism about anything ‘transcendent’” or “beyond the physical, organic, hu-
man world,” and its afrmation of matters of this-worldly importance.1 It 
places great value on the “dignity and value of human life,” and enshrines 
the idea that “life, fourishing, driving back the frontiers of death and 
sufering are of supreme value.”2 This description is admittedly not very 
precise, as the position is not terribly well-defned. Unlike the dominant 
religions, humanism is not a specifc creed or practice. It is not anchored 
in foundational texts or teachings, and it is not – or, not yet – strongly as-
sociated with institutions or organizations.3 There are no authorities for 
humanism; adherents may not even know that they have adopted its out-
look. Rather than a clearly defned position, humanism might be aptly 
described, like Freudianism, as “a whole climate of opinion under [which] 
we conduct our diferent lives.”4 Given its relative recency, we have argu-
ably yet to appreciate the full consequences of this shift: “it is easy,” it has 
been said, “to say there is no God. It is not so easy to believe it and to draw 
the consequences.”5 

One of the potentially most signifcant consequences of this develop-
ment concerns its impact on moral life. The association between religion 
and morality is well-established and, in many quarters, still taken as un-
breakable. It is thus not unreasonable to question whether the death of 
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16 Goodness and Tradition 

God means the end of morality.6 This question is typically framed as a 
concern about objectivity or authority. What confdence can we have in 
the truth of our moral judgments and values if they are not anchored in 
a divine source? God is traditionally conceived as the absolute standard 
of goodness, the source and judge of moral law. Without Him, there can 
be no right or wrong, good or bad, permissible or impermissible beyond 
personal preference. Most contemporary philosophers would reject this 
line of thinking. Philosophers have defended the objectivity of morality 
on other grounds, or, at least, explained why the lack of objectivity is not 
threatening.7 In this way, they have contributed to the project of making 
a humanist morality, or a secularist morality, plausible. While the objec-
tivity of morality is a worthwhile topic of discussion, it is not my interest 
here. 

Instead, my worry concerns something more experiential – namely, the 
spiritual dimension of moral life. Spirituality, which might be roughly de-
scribed as a “life-orientation” shaped by a relationship to a transcendent 
good, looms large in religious morality. A person’s moral development is 
viewed as part of fulflling a relationship to God, and moral life is an as-
pect of religious life. For theists, moral experience is infused with a sense 
of elevation and connection to a transcendent good. Morality is set in 
the context of cosmic meaning and purpose, and goodness is thought to 
be a way to be in touch with the divine. Religious morality shows how 
spirituality can infuse moral life with fullness and depth. The worry, then, 
is that, without some kind of spirituality, humanist morality is fat and 
uninspired, impoverished, and hollow in comparison to its religious coun-
terpart. Call this the spirituality problem. 

The spirituality problem has received considerably less attention from 
mainstream philosophers than the objectivity problem. It has recently been 
discussed by openly theist philosophers such as Charles Taylor, Roger Scru-
ton, and David McPherson.8 Nevertheless, worries about spirituality in 
humanist morality have mostly been ignored. This is because most analytic 
philosophers lack what Thomas Nagel calls the “religious temperament.”9 

Not only are they not religious, but they do not feel moved by a desire for 
cosmic integration or transcendence. Unsurprisingly, they will not see the 
spiritual dimension of moral life as something that needs to be accounted 
for. Indeed, since spirituality is traditionally associated with God, the very 
asking of the question would seem to make assumptions that secularists 
would at least avoid, if not reject outright. Not all contemporary phi-
losophers are atheist, but the tenor of contemporary philosophy is. In this 
climate, a concern for spirituality will strike many as odd or out of place. 

But I think philosophers would be remiss to neglect this issue with-
out at least considering both why spirituality may be ethically signif-
cant and how humanists might accommodate it. To begin, there is solid 
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philosophical precedent for recognizing a spiritual dimension in moral 
life. Plato’s vision of the Good, which is said to exist “beyond being,” 
is as much a spiritual experience as an intellectual one; Aristotle’s ethics 
culminates in an ideal of godlikeness. Kant identifes “the starry heav-
ens above” and “the moral law within” as the two things that fll him 
with ever-increasing wonder and awe. Such claims have a spiritual tone 
insofar as they gesture toward something beyond life – certainly beyond 
anything as ordinary as recognizing one’s duty or the virtuous course of 
action. While these thinkers are widely viewed as the foundational fgures 
for virtue ethics and deontological thought, contemporary virtue ethicists 
and deontologists rarely, if ever, consider their more spiritual elements. 
It is tempting to think of these details as rhetorical fourishes that carry 
little philosophical weight. But it is equally possible that the removal of 
spirituality has deformed or altered the original thinking and the morality 
it advocated. 

More generally, it is a mistake to neglect spiritual issues because hu-
mans seem to have an “ineradicable bent to respond to something beyond 
life.”10 The near-universal presence of religion among human societies 
suggests that we seek to devote ourselves to something sacred that can 
give our lives meaning. Though naturally interpreted through the lens of 
religion, the claim is not itself a religious one. Both theists and non-theists 
can have these desires and experiences, and whatever it is that is “beyond 
life” or sacred need not be divine. If the desire for beyondness indeed exists 
among humans, it is something worth taking seriously, for it is naturally 
suited to moral life, in which a person is called to respond to a reality that 
exists beyond herself. Thus, Iris Murdoch, herself an atheist, writes of the 
importance of “mysticism,” which I take to be another way to indicate 
spirituality11: 

Morality has always been connected with religion and religion with 
mysticism. The disappearance of the middle term leaves morality in 
a situation which is certainly more difcult but essentially the same. 
The background to morals is properly some sort of mysticism, if by 
this is meant a non-dogmatic essentially un-formulated faith in the 
reality of the Good, occasionally connected by experience.12 

Murdoch thinks that the idea of a transcendent good or God belongs 
to morality. Accordingly, she suggests that “moral philosophy should at-
tempt to retain a central concept which has all [the] characteristics” of 
God.13 

Obviously, for a humanist, the retention cannot be total. But it would 
be a mistake to relinquish the ground of spirituality entirely to religion. 
Humanists need to take the spirituality problem seriously because the loss 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18 Goodness and Tradition 

of transcendence impoverishes morality, and humanists have ways to fll 
the void – at least, this is what I will argue. 

2. 

Let me begin by fagging an obstacle that will arise more than once: 
recognizing the spirituality problem requires an attunement to spiritual 
matters. However, most secularists are unmoved by spiritual matters 
and, thus, unlikely to see any problem that could arise from a lack of 
spirituality. This does not mean that there is no problem, but it does 
mean that it will be difcult to convince the non-spiritual secularist to 
think otherwise. I will deploy diferent strategies to address this obstacle 
over this chapter and the next. Here, I begin by juxtaposing the rich-
ness of a morality infused with spirituality against the relative poverty 
of a morality without it. To this end, I will draw on the comparison 
between religious and secular morality ofered by William James, the 
great student of human experience, in “The Moral Philosopher and the 
Moral Life.” In introducing this discussion, it is important to note that, 
unlike James, my goal is not to advocate for the superiority of religious 
morality. My ultimate aim is to argue that secular morality can be – 
or, in some cases, might already be – as spiritually rich as its religious 
counterpart. But to motivate that argument, we frst need to confront 
the problem facing secularists. James’s discussion is a suitable starting 
point for that task. 

James describes the contrast between religious and secular morality in 
terms of the “strenuous” and the “easy-going” moods. As he puts it, 

Our attitude towards concrete evils is entirely diferent in a world 
where we believe there are none but fnite demanders, from what it 
is in one where we joyously face tragedy for an infnite demander’s 
sake. Every sort of energy and endurance, of courage and capacity 
for handling life’s evils is set free in those who have religious faith.14 

An energetic mood toward moral challenges comes naturally to theists 
because they recognize the existence of an infnite demander. By compari-
son, those without faith, or secularists, are relatively lackadaisical. They 
are more likely to adopt an “easy-going” or “don’t care” mood and to 
“play fast and loose” with moral ideals.15 Unlike some doomsayers, James 
thinks that morality will survive in a secular world. But he warns it will 
sufer from a lack of sufcient motivation to pursue the good and combat 
the bad, and he thinks its commitment to goodness will be less robust 
and less joyous. I take it that this is one way to describe the spirituality 
problem. 
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Before unpacking James’s thought, it is necessary to acknowledge that 
the sort of energy that he attributes to the theist carries clear moral dan-
gers. All sorts of atrocities have been committed in the name of faith, and 
the moral fervor of religious conviction can be blinding. The Crusades 
come to mind as a classic historical example of religious fanaticism, though 
modern examples are not difcult to fnd. In light of these incidents, one 
might naturally recoil at the thought of theists joyously facing tragedy or 
steeling themselves to confront the world’s evils. The “easy-going” mood – 
perhaps less pejoratively described as “moderate” – may seem better; it 
could certainly be less dangerous. However, this potential danger is not 
a reason to deny that religious morality has something to teach us. Not 
only is fanaticism not necessary to theism, but it is arguably a defective 
form of faith: consider, for instance, how violence committed in the name 
of religion is often condemned as not just wrong, but theologically mis-
taken. Fanaticism, which is importantly not limited to the religious, shows 
that religion can be abused and degraded.16 But there is nothing special in 
that, as people can fnd a way to ruin just about everything. To appreci-
ate what James is saying here, all we need is the possibility that religion 
and, more specifcally, religious spirituality can enhance moral life, even 
if motivation can tip over into fanaticism. The point is not that theists are 
especially good, but that the secularist attitude toward morality is poten-
tially lacking. 

Now one might think that James’s infnite demander represents an om-
niscient, omnipotent judge, one that is capable of punishing the bad and 
rewarding the good. In that case, it might seem that the problem of secular 
morality consists in the lack of divine surveillance: people who do not 
believe they are being monitored may be less likely to care about good 
behavior. As it turns out, this is a commonly cited reason for why atheists, 
who consistently rank as the least trusted group of people in society, are 
distrusted.17 However, I venture to say that, were this the only problem for 
godless morality, secularists would have little to worry about. Irrespective 
of whether a divine surveillant actually exists, good behavior motivated by 
fear of detection or hope for reward refects nothing more than a childish 
form of self-interest. This attitude probably has certain social benefts. But 
it does not comport with what one typically thinks of as spirituality, and 
more importantly, it is not morally admirable. 

But there is another way to read James that does implicate what I take 
to be spirituality. David McPherson has defned spirituality as a sort of 
“practical life-orientation that is shaped by what is taken to be a self-
transcending source of meaning, which involves strong normative de-
mands, including demands of the sacred or the reverence-worthy.”18 The 
infnite demander, or God, is the prototypical “self-transcending source of 
meaning” and, as such, an eminently suitable object of spiritual devotion. 
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He is a supremely perfect being that exists on another plane of value, 
objectively higher, nobler, and better than all other things. His goodness, 
infnite, inexhaustible, and mysterious, is the ultimate cause and standard 
of everything good in the world. Thus, a person who is practically oriented 
towards God sees her actions and decisions in the light of a sacred source 
of normative demands. Moral life is set in the context of cosmic good and 
infused with a sense of depth that rings with the “note of infnitude and 
mystery.”19 Motivated by reverence rather than fear, the theist aspires to a 
goodness against which all worldly goods pale in comparison. Augustine 
describes the experience: 

So great is the beauty of justice, so great the joy of the eternal light, 
that is, of the unchangeable truth and wisdom, that even if we could 
abide in it only one day, for the sake of that short time we would 
rightly and justly despise countless years of this life, full of pleasures 
and an abundance of transitory goods. How truly and passionately 
was it said that “One day in your courts is better than a thousand!”20 

The problem, James suggests, is that this sort of heightening experience 
is not possible for the secularist. 

In other words, the principal worry is not that secularists are necessar-
ily immoral. Of course, an “easy-going” or “don’t care” attitude may lead 
to immorality. However, that is not James’s concern as he thinks a secular 
world would still contain an “ethical symphony.”21 The demands of fnite 
demanders might be more mundane and less impressive than those of an 
infnite demander, but they can still be pressing, and they are certainly 
plentiful. A secularist could do just as much good in the world by respond-
ing to the needs of fnite demanders as a theist who is called to action by 
allegiance to the infnite demander. 

Instead, the principal worry seems to concern the experiential quality 
of secular moral life. James describes the diference between religious and 
secular morality as the “contrast between the ethics of infnite and mysteri-
ous obligations from on high, and those of prudence and the satisfaction 
of merely fnite need.”22 This comparison, which hinges on the diference 
between the infnite and mysterious versus the fnite and mundane, con-
cerns the breadth, depth, and richness of moral life. Without spiritual ex-
perience, the secularist can still actively participate in moral life. He can 
recognize and abide by what virtue or duty demands, vow to do better 
when he falls short, and make progress toward being good. Neverthe-
less, James suggests, his sense of morality is foreshortened and fattened 
compared to that of his religious counterpart: the “ethical symphony” in 
the merely human world is “played in the compass of a couple of poor oc-
taves, and the infnite scale of values fails to open up.”23 Secular morality 
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is removed from the context of cosmic meaning and closed to the infnite 
gradations of goodness that exist between the mundane and the divine. 
Lacking the “infnitely penetrating, shattering, tragically challenging note 
of appeal,” moral ideals will seem smaller and less compelling. It will be 
harder to be motivated to moral action. And limited to “prudence and the 
satisfaction of merely fnite need,” moral demands will be easier to fulfll 
only because they are less demanding and more constrained. The worry is 
that once there is no longer anything sacred or mysterious about goodness, 
moral life will grow coarser, narrower, shallower, and less appealing. 

Of course, there is one way in which a certain constriction of moral 
vision will naturally occur for the secularist. Moral considerations that 
pertain to one’s relationship to God, such as piety and respect for divine 
authority, will fall outside of the “octaves” of the secular symphony. This 
will be seen as a real loss in the eyes of theists, though most secularists 
would not rue the disappearance of these virtues.24 However, it should 
be concerning to secularists if the foreshortening and fattening of moral 
experience impacted the “octaves” of moral life common to themselves 
and theists. For instance, we should be concerned if people became less 
attentive to detail and less sensitive to nuance in moral life, and we should 
be concerned if people became less keen on moral excellence and more 
complacent with moral mediocrity. We should be concerned if, despite 
avoiding great evils, people became less willing to go above and beyond 
the bare minimum requirements of duty and virtue. Finally, I think we 
should be concerned if generally decent people became less hopeful about 
the possibility of moral progress. 

How might we assess this worry? Ostensibly, James is making an 
empirical claim that could, theoretically, be confrmed by observation. 
To this point, social scientifc research, however limited, does seem to 
lend some support to the existence of the spirituality problem. Although 
theists and atheists do not, on balance, behave very diferently, they do 
appear to difer in how they conceive of their relationship to morality. 
Theists tend to see their lives in more moral terms than atheists and to 
feel more moral emotions such as guilt, embarrassment, disgust, pride, 
and gratitude.25 Perhaps more suggestively, studies indicate that secular-
ists have a “more constrained view of morality” than believers in at least 
two ways.26 First, while both groups are equally attuned to “individual” 
moral values that relate to the protection of vulnerable people, secular-
ists are considerably less likely to endorse “binding” moral values that 
relate to group cohesion and community. Examples of individual values 
include caring for and protecting others, promoting liberty and fairness, 
and rejecting oppression. Binding values include a concern for honor, 
pride, loyalty, authority, and the sacred. While the binding values may 
be less pressing, they contribute to the rich texture of moral life, and a 
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society that neglected them would certainly fare worse with respect to 
relationships and communities. Second, multiple studies have found that 
secularists are considerably more consequentialist in their thinking about 
morality than theists.27 Although some moral decisions are best treated 
with consequentialist reasoning, there is a signifcant swath of moral life 
that is more complicated and resistant to quantitative comparison. It is 
also possible to argue that consequentialism fails to account for the way 
that certain principles and values exist beyond calculation.28 Insofar as 
they are more reliant on a consequentialist approach to morality, secular-
ists risk losing sight of some nuance and some appreciation for the limits 
of human action. 

The social scientifc fndings are worth noting because they seem to 
lend some prima facie credibility to James’s worry, but their value for our 
purposes is limited. For one thing, the diferences observed between secu-
lar and religious morality may not have to do with spirituality, but with 
other factors that cause a person to become secular or religious.29 More 
importantly, it is not clear to me that any properly empirical research 
could be defnitive on this issue. The issues of depth and breadth concern 
fne-grained nuances of moral perception and subjective experience that 
are not easily observed, and that no one should expect to show up in a 
social scientifc study. Finally, these studies are designed to capture the dif-
ference between religious and non-religious people, whereas our ultimate 
concern is with the diference between the spiritual and the non-spiritual. 
Of course, this last point applies to James as well. Nevertheless, the aim 
of this section will have been met if my discussion of both the scientifc 
fndings and James suggests that secularists face a potential problem in 
moral life. 

3. 

To get a better hold of the problem, we need a more precise understanding 
of how spirituality contributes to moral life. In “On ‘God’ and ‘Good’,” 
Iris Murdoch illuminates the morally transformative efects of spirituality 
in terms of love. She focuses specifcally on the love of God, which she 
defnes as “a single perfect transcendent non-representable and necessarily 
real object of attention.”30 Seeking to reach non-theists, she also equates 
the concept of God to the “idea of perfection,” “absolute good,” and, 
ultimately, “the Good.” These supposed equivalencies trade on features 
that are traditionally attributed to God. While they are worth noting, they 
also add a level of complication that is unnecessary to contend with here. 
The goal of this section is not to extend the concept of God, but only to 
clarify the problem that faces secular morality. Accordingly, I will keep 
things simple by sticking to the case of theism. My goal will be to explain 
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how the theist’s love of God, which I take to be central to her spirituality, 
shapes moral life. 

To appreciate this point, we frst need to acknowledge the moral frailty 
of human beings. Moral life requires us to take seriously the good of those 
beyond ourselves, and the truth is that this is extremely difcult for us to 
do. Religions tend to be keenly attuned to this defciency: the human con-
dition has been described by theists as “fallen” or “out of joint,” marred 
by “darkened intellect, disturbed passions, and disordered will.”31 But one 
need not be a theist to acknowledge the perennial problem of human bad-
ness. We are constitutionally more aware of our own needs and desires 
than anyone else’s; our personal interests present with an insistence and 
intensity that can easily blot out the demands of everything else. It is very 
difcult to appreciate the full reality of others, whose needs and desires 
may confict with our own. It can be equally difcult to follow through on 
our commitments, particularly when they require personal sacrifce. Thus, 
human goodness is “almost impossibly difcult.”32 The result is the famil-
iar state of moral life, where, despite small areas of achievement, failure is 
expected, confict ubiquitous, and unhappiness common. 

However, says Murdoch, the religious believer is “in the fortunate posi-
tion of being able to focus his thought upon something which is a source of 
energy.”33 This special object of attention is, of course, God. The believer’s 
attention – which Murdoch identifes as a form of love – does not originate 
in bodily needs or selfsh desires, but rather stems from a natural capacity 
to be moved by an objective reality that exists independently of our own 
interests.34 This capacity is as much cognitive as it is afective, and it is 
awakened in our response to ordinary goodness, such as virtuous people 
or great art. However, it is most powerfully inspired by God, whose good-
ness is transcendent, “incorruptible and indestructible,” and is deserving 
of reverence and awe.35 Thus, the love of God counteracts the selfsh ten-
dencies that are perennial obstacles to moral life. This love, the highest 
love, is free of the instincts to possess and control that so often accompany 
our attachments, such as love of friends and love of romantic partners. It 
diminishes the self-importance of the “fat relentless ego” and orients the 
theist toward something entirely beyond.36 

The love of God does not just defect attention away from the self. Per-
haps more importantly, it propels the theist into deeper engagement with 
reality. Murdoch describes this love as fundamentally “impersonal.”37 Be-
cause it is not mired in selfsh impulses, it drives the theist to see things as 
they really are. It opens her eyes to the infnite scale of value, both moral 
and non-moral, that separates the bad from the good, the good from the 
excellent, and the excellent from the perfect.38 Having had her eyes opened 
to this reality, the theist cannot be easily satisfed with the mediocre. She 
will be more likely to resist simple principles, ideologies, and fantasies that 
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can cloud one’s appreciation of reality. She will become more attentive to 
complexity, detail, and nuance and better able to see other people and situ-
ations. Moreover, just as perfection is not limited to moral perfection, the 
greatness of God is not merely moral. In loving God, the theist opens her-
self to an infnite reality that both incorporates morality and exceeds it. As 
a result, she comes to appreciate the unity between varieties of goodness 
in the world – beauty in art and nature, virtue in people and institutions, 
truth in the sciences and literature, and so on. Thus, not only is the theist 
released from the incessant pressures of the self, but her capacity for moral 
life is enlarged and deepened through her love of God. 

None of this is to say that the love of God is sufcient to induce moral 
transformation. Love is morally complex, and perhaps no love is immune 
to deflement. After all, religious fanatics often claim to be acting out of 
love for God (though one often wonders whether it is really God that they 
love most strongly). Moreover, this love is not necessarily very strong or 
deep. Due to human frailty, this love might be easily overpowered by a 
love of lower things, which appear more appealing due to human igno-
rance and gain strength due to human weakness.39 

However, the theist who loves God is potentially in a better position 
than the person who does not because her love is amenable to cultivation. 
Here, it is important to remember that spirituality is a practical orienta-
tion. Not only is a person called upon to act in certain ways, but her ac-
tions can deepen her experience. Theists have a rich repertoire of spiritual 
practices by which they are able to grow and strengthen their love of God – 
prayer, worship, meditation, study, fasting, and so on.40 These practices 
work to deepen their appreciation for His greatness by focusing attention, 
both mentally and physically, on divine perfection. Since God is the source 
of everything good, spirituality can also be strengthened through cultivat-
ing appreciation for the blessings of everyday life. Although these sorts of 
spiritual practices and activities are not necessarily moral in character, they 
prepare the ground for moral transformation. 

Thus, insofar as it centers on love of a transcendent good, spirituality 
facilitates the sort of personal transformation that is essential for moral 
life: “spiritual life in the fullest sense connects up then with the ethical 
life, and spiritual transformation always involves ethical transforma-
tion.”41 This does not mean that personal transformation is impossible 
without spirituality. However, it is exceedingly difcult due to the pow-
erful forces of selfsh solipsism. In the face of this challenge, the theist 
shows how the love of God can function like grace, “a supernatural 
assistance to human endeavour which overcomes empirical limitations 
of personality.”42 Therefore, the spirituality problem is that morality is 
more impoverished – coarser, narrower, shallower, and less appealing – 
to the degree to which is unsupported by spiritual love. Insofar as 
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secularists fail to recognize the existence of something worth loving in 
this way, they are at risk of moral impoverishment. 

4. 

Broadly speaking, there are two main ways that secularists might respond 
to the spirituality problem. Some will say that spirituality is not necessary 
for moral life, whereas others will say that a sort of spirituality is already 
part of secular morality. I will reserve discussion of the frst response, 
which strikes me as more likely among philosophers, for the next chapter. 
To fnish this chapter, I want to consider the second, which I think might 
be more common among practicing humanists. These individuals are not 
necessarily professional philosophers, but people who commit themselves 
to the positive ethical project of secular humanism. Members of organiza-
tions such as the American Humanist Association and Humanists Inter-
national, they do not just endorse and defend secular premises as many 
philosophers do, but actively seek to live out a humanist agenda of “good 
without God.” I would say that atheists or agnostics who subscribe to 
Unitarian Universalism, a religion that is based on a spiritual commitment 
to shared moral values rather than theological truths, also ft into this 
category. While these individuals are not necessarily concerned with the 
philosophical underpinnings of their worldview, their experiences are an 
important touchstone for our discussion. 

To this point, it is relevant that these people often use the language of 
love and passion to describe their commitment to humanism. Here, for 
instance, is Bette Chambers, the former president of the American Human-
ists Association: 

Humanism is the light of my life and the fre in my soul. It is the 
deep felt conviction, in every fber of my being, that human love is 
a power far transcending the relentless, onward rush of our largely 
deterministic cosmos. All human life must seek a reason for existence 
within the bounds of an uncaring physical world, and it is love cou-
pled with empathy, democracy, and a commitment to selfess service 
which undergirds the faith of a humanist.43 

In a similar vein, it has been claimed that “secular life, at its keenest, 
undertakes a passionate engagement with what it is to be human,” and 
that “[h]umanists can take pride in our passionate belief in a morality 
based on unfettered inquiry, on compassionate questioning” about “how 
to promote human dignity more efectively.”44 While it is impossible to 
fully compare personal experiences, such statements suggest that a hu-
manist’s love for human life might take the place of the theist’s love for 
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God: “[w]e are in some way moved by human powers…just as the theist 
is moved by the love of God.”45 And the language of transcendence sug-
gests that, at least for some, this love is spiritual in nature. That is to 
say, their passion is experienced as a response to something deserving 
reverence and awe. As one minister puts it, the core of Unitarian faith is 
“[r]everence and respect for human nature” and the belief that life itself 
is “holy.”46 

It can be difcult to say what, exactly, the object of humanist passion is. 
As a reasonable suggestion, I propose that it is directed toward humanity, 
understood empirically as the human species or, what I take to be in this 
instance equivalent, all human beings.47 It is safe to say that humanity, so 
conceived, is not a supernatural good, a transcendent perfection, or any-
thing divine. Nevertheless, J. S. Mill, who argues for the “religion of hu-
manity,” proposes that it is deserving of something like spiritual devotion: 

[I]f individual life is short, the life of the human species is not short – 
its indefnite duration is practically equivalent to endlessness; and 
being combined with indefnite capability of improvement, it ofers 
to the imagination and sympathies a large enough object to satisfy 
any reasonable demand for grandeur of aspiration.48 

Through inter-generational existence and continued improvement, the 
human species can approximate the eternity and perfection of God. In 
Mill’s eyes, this makes humanity worthy of spiritual love. If this is true, 
secularists have an answer to theistic spirituality that does not violate their 
metaphysical assumptions. 

Indeed, it is not difcult to see how a spirituality based on love for 
humanity might enhance moral life. As an object of love, humanity can 
counteract selfsh desire and inspire us to moral excellence. Passionate en-
gagement with the question of what it means to be human produces a 
deeper understanding of others, promotes empathy, and reinforces connec-
tivity. It focuses attention on the preciousness of human life and common 
bonds between us. Community service and advocacy for the vulnerable, 
needy, and oppressed might be considered sorts of spiritual practices. In-
deed, one might even say that, morally speaking, humanist spirituality is 
an improvement over its religious counterpart because it is better able to 
acknowledge the widespread and horrifc injustice, abuse, and sufering 
that exists in this world. Oriented toward a divine reality, religious spir-
ituality distances a person from the practical concerns that are the sub-
stance of moral life, absorbing energy and resources that could be better 
used attending to the reality of the here and now.49 By contrast, humanist 
spirituality entrenches a person more deeply in the world by cultivating an 
attunement to the ordinary reality of individual human beings. 
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For these reasons, one might reasonably deny that secularists face a 
spirituality problem. Thus, Mill claims that a religion of humanity, which 
rejects all supernatural premises, can deliver the same moral benefts of the 
best religions: 

The essence of religion is the strong and earnest direction of the emo-
tions and desires towards an ideal object, recognized as of the highest 
excellence, and as rightfully paramount over all selfsh objects of desire. 
This condition is fulflled by the Religion of Humanity in as eminent a 
degree, and in as high a sense, as by the supernatural religions even in 
their best manifestations, and far more so than in any of their others.50 

Secular morality at its best is infused by the love of the human species and 
spiritual attachment to promoting human dignity. Many secularists fall short 
of this ideal, just as many theists fall short in their faith. Nevertheless, we 
might conclude that secular morality can be just as rich and deep as religious 
morality. Insofar as my ultimate aim is to show that the spirituality problem 
can be resolved in a secularist way, I welcome this fnal conclusion. 

But I do not think that the humanists’ professions of “faith” alone 
dissipate our concerns. For one thing, I worry about taking their 
claims at face value because the language of passion can be facile and 
one’s sense of spirituality vague. It can be difcult to say, for instance, 
whether a profession of love for the human species really is an expres-
sion of spiritual devotion or just an enthusiastic declaration of moral 
commitment. To be clear, the worry is not that the humanists’ state-
ments are insincere or feigned, but rather that their meaning and status 
are indeterminate. The spiritual life of the theist might be fundamen-
tally mysterious, but it is grounded on robust theological foundations 
and supported by deep-rooted spiritual practices. The foundations of 
humanist spirituality, on the other hand, are poorly understood. After 
all, many people claim to be “spiritual but not religious” without being 
able to explain what that really means.51 Without a better understand-
ing of its basis, it is not possible to ascertain whether the spirituality 
problem is actually resolved by their love of humanity or just appears 
that way. 

More pointedly, there are questions about how spiritually fulflling the 
love of humanity really is. Alongside the heady declarations of humanist 
passion, we should keep in mind reports, such as the following, about 
what can happen when one makes “the good of others, and especially of 
mankind on a larger scale, the object of existence”: 

It occurred to me to put the question directly to myself: “Suppose 
that all your objects in life were realized; that all the changes in 
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institutions and options which you are looking forward to could be 
completely efected at this very instant: would this be a great joy and 
happiness to you?” And an irrepressible self-consciousness distinctly 
answered, “No!” At this my heart sank within me: the whole foun-
dation on which my life was constructed fell down. All my happiness 
was to have been found in the continual pursuit of this end. The end 
had ceased to charm, and how could there ever again be any interest 
in the means? I seemed to have nothing left to live for.52 

These are the words of none other than Mill. It is unclear how this 
recollection of an early mental breakdown squares with his advocacy of 
the religion of humanity, but we know that he recovered only once he had 
abandoned human welfare as “the object of existence” and expanded his 
interests to poetry, music, and art. It is hard to imagine the same thing 
happening to a committed theist. 

Regardless of how particular humanists might recount their experi-
ences, the more important point is that Mill’s breakdown is completely in-
telligible. Humanity has certain charms, and particular individuals deserve 
admiration. Nevertheless, among all the species that exist, it is also true 
that none are as harmful and destructive as humans. Even good people can 
be selfsh, inconsiderate, careless, thoughtless, and cruel; groups can be 
even worse.53 And it is not at all certain that future humanity will be any 
better.54 If love depends on lovable qualities, the human species is hardly 
an impeccable object. But beyond the negative qualities of humanity, there 
is also not enough positive to elicit spiritual love. In defending the religion 
of humanity, the best that Mill can do is to say that the human species 
“ofers to the imagination and sympathies a large enough object to sat-
isfy any reasonable demand for grandeur of aspiration.”55 Unfortunately, 
this assessment only serves to highlight the defciencies of his religion. For 
spiritual love is not a response to reasonably impressive qualities, but to 
something marvelous, awesome, and astonishing. The empirical reality of 
human beings is that they are “all too fnite” – too small, too imperfect, 
too familiar, and too prosaic to support spiritual love. 

I want to conclude this section with a note about the appeal of this 
humanist view. Even if it is not humanly possible to love the human spe-
cies or all human beings, many would say that we should make it our aim. 
The love of all humans is reminiscent of agape, which Christians defne as 
the love of God for humans and of humans for God and one’s neighbor.56 

Christians think of agape as a moral ideal that enjoins a universal love 
of all fellow humans, and they recognize it as an extraordinarily difcult 
achievement. But it is also true that Christian spirituality can play a part in 
the striving, for God is not only the ultimate object of spiritual devotion, 
but also the perfect model of agape. In loving God, a person is inspired 
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to become more godlike, and in becoming more godlike, she comes closer 
to realizing universal love. Thus, the love of all humans is the fruit of 
Christian spirituality, as well as its impetus. This strikes me as importantly 
diferent from the way that humanists envision their love. In their most 
passionate declarations, they suggest that it is possible to bypass love of 
God to a direct love of all humans, a prospect that may be even more dif-
fcult than it sounds. Moral life challenges us to overcome self-love to love 
others, sometimes perfect strangers, and to care for them despite evident 
faws and shortcomings. To do so is to love human beings, who are “all 
too fnite,” more than they deserve.57 What Christianity shows is that, 
while the end of moral life might be universal love of all humans, the 
means might require a devotion to something better than humans.58 It 
is hard to see how to have that without the invocation of some kind of 
transcendent good. 

5. 

I have now argued that secular morality faces a spirituality problem and 
that resolving this problem requires identifying an object of love that can 
take the place of God in moral life. The shortcomings of the “religion of 
humanity” suggest that humanity, understood as the human species, is 
too imperfect and mundane to fll this role. What does this mean for the 
prospects of resolving the spirituality problem? 

James thinks that the need for spirituality is so strong that humans 
should posit a God, even if there were no metaphysical grounds to do so.59 

I venture to say that most secularists lack his strongly pragmatist leanings 
and will fnd this recommendation unconvincing. The spirituality problem 
may be worrisome, but it does not provide grounds to posit an entity that 
they believe does not exist. If there is no source of spirituality to be found 
in secular moral life, that is the reality that must be faced. It would mean 
that secular morality is more impoverished than religious morality, and 
though not without moral bearings, a secular society might be worse. But, 
especially for the secularist, there is no guarantee that the truth will be 
convenient, pleasing, or benefcial. Some problems simply have no solu-
tion. Adopting a religious framework just for the sake of resolving the 
spirituality problem will not do. 

Murdoch ofers an approach that ostensibly does not require pragmatic 
theism. Here, we can return to her elision of the concept of God with 
the idea of perfection and absolute good. Her defense of “a single perfect 
transcendent non-representable and necessarily real object of attention” 
is couched in terms of what “God was,” and she claims that her view is 
premised on the assumption that, in fact, “there is no God.”60 Thus, she 
endorses a variety of neo-Platonism based on the reality of a transcendent 
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Good that has the same properties of God. The metaphysical status of this 
entity, which is said to be fundamentally mysterious, is left in doubt.61 But 
Murdoch seems to conceive it to be supersensible or supernatural, as some 
invisible perfection that exists, like Plato’s Form of the Good, beyond be-
ing. She ofers metaphors – like the sun – and analogies – like beauty and 
art – to help make sense of this Good. But whatever it is, it is not squarely 
of this world. For this reason, some have suggested that the diference be-
tween Murdoch’s view and theism is mostly semantic.62 At the very least, 
her view may rightly be cast into the category of what has been called 
“refned religion.”63 I suspect that Murdoch, who claimed to not believe in 
God, would not be particularly concerned about the diferences. She is ul-
timately less interested in bolstering secularism, if at all, than she is about 
the folly of a particular conception of moral psychology. While these wor-
ries overlap (the ofensive conception of moral psychology is encouraged 
by secularism), the concerns difer. The upshot is that she does not seem 
to be very bothered about the tension between secularism and spirituality. 
However, by appealing to a supernatural entity, her view essentially gives 
up on a central premise of secular humanism. For this reason, although 
Murdoch has been instrumental in the formation of my understanding of 
the problem, I will not further pursue her view as an option for humanist 
thinkers. 

Thus, James and Murdoch, both attuned to the spirituality problem, 
end up advocating for a re-enchantment of moral life through cultivating 
a relationship to a supernatural good. I do not deny these views out of 
hand. In particular, Murdoch’s approach, which gains a foothold in our 
appreciation of truth and beauty, could be appealing to a certain sort of 
thinker. However, most secularists will fnd these positions untenable. This 
is not because the average secularist has strongly held, carefully considered 
metaphysical commitments. Instead, I simply think that, for most secular-
ists, the weight of commonsense goes against the embrace of supernatural 
entities. Whether it is God or the Good, those who fail to recognize any-
thing “beyond the physical, organic, human world” are not going to be 
moved by the possibilities suggested by James and Murdoch. Those are the 
individuals I hope to reach. 

To resolve the spirituality problem, I suggest that we need to identify 
some sort of transcendent good that can take the place of God in moral 
life. Of course, given that secularists have “skepticism about anything 
‘transcendent’” or “beyond the physical, organic, human world,” this 
task might seem impossible.64 But while the idea of a transcendent good 
is most obviously associated with supernatural entities, the concept of 
the transcendent is not synonymous with the concept of the supernatural, 
and there is nothing that says that a transcendent good must exist out-
side of the laws of nature. In its most modest sense, the transcendent is 
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simply something that exceeds or goes beyond ordinary humanity or hu-
man experience.65 Exceptional athletes and musical performances, great 
works of art, acts of heroism, and wonders of nature can be properly 
described as transcendent in this sense. I do not think it an exaggeration 
to say that these marvels contain a “note of infnitude and mystery.”66 

They defy explanation and complete comprehension, and they are end-
lessly fascinating – not because they are supernatural, but because they 
go beyond normal expectations and imaginings. Thus, as long as we stay 
within the bounds of the natural world, the very idea of a transcendent 
good that can take the place of God in moral life need not ofend secular-
ist sensibilities. 

Admittedly, compared to God, a good that only exceeds ordinary 
humanity may seem quite defationary. One might wonder whether 
anything so mundane could be worthy of spiritual love, and some 
may reject the idea of a purely secular spirituality out of hand. The-
ists, I am sure, will be particularly unimpressed with any purported 
God-substitute. And with regard to such worries, it is perhaps worth 
making the obvious point that a secularist spirituality will necessarily 
difer from a religious one. Whatever secularists fnd to take the place 
of God in moral life will not be substantively equivalent. Nothing that a 
secularist can countenance will seem as impressive as “that than which 
nothing greater can be conceived.” Still, a good that “merely” exceeds 
ordinary human experiences might be far more marvelous and moving 
than one might think. 

To resolve the spirituality problem, the secularist need only to identify 
something that can elicit a love that is powerful enough to inspire sus-
tained moral transformation. This is the sort of love that can counteract 
the forces of selfsh solipsism and enhance one’s engagement with moral 
reality by opening one’s eyes to nuance, expanding one’s vision, and deep-
ening one’s commitment to goodness. The object of this love must be bet-
ter than ordinary humanity, but it cannot be supernatural. It must elicit 
reverence and awe without defying the laws of nature. Insofar as it is an 
inspiration to morality, whatever this is must be genuinely good. But there 
is no reason to think, à la James or Murdoch, that the only worthy candi-
dates for this position are God or the Good. Indeed, secularists have more 
options than one might think. These options will be explored in Parts 2 
and 3. 

But before turning to those discussions, I need to return to an impor-
tant objection that was briefy raised earlier. Unlike the humanists I con-
sidered in this chapter, a substantial number of secularists, particularly 
philosophers, are likely to deny that spirituality is necessary for a rich 
and fulflling moral life. Some might even say that it is dangerous. These 
responses are tantamount to rejecting the spirituality problem altogether. 
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The next chapter considers and responds to these objections. While this 
discussion is most directly aimed at convincing skeptics, my hope is that 
non-skeptics will fnd that it develops the spirituality problem in surprising 
and illuminating ways. As we shall see, the spirituality problem is far more 
entrenched and subtle than it may seem. 
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2 Against Spirituality 

1. 

In arguing for the integration of spirituality into moral life, I real-
ize that I swim against strong currents. Western society is becoming 
increasingly secular – and not just in practice, but in temperament. 
People are less moved by the desire for spiritual wholeness, more com-
fortable with a baldly naturalistic universe, more skeptical of mystery, 
less prepared to experience wonder and awe. This matters because tem-
perament is, in the words of James, the “potentest of all our premises,” 
and what makes it especially tricky is that it is never mentioned as 
such.1 Without ever having to be declared, temperament shows up in 
bedrock intuitions and intellectual styles, the sorts of questions asked 
and possibilities considered and, perhaps more importantly, the sorts 
of questions and possibilities never even imagined. It is thus immensely 
difcult to persuade across temperamental lines, particularly in ethics, 
where personal experience is itself a test, though not the only test, of 
truth. So, I recognize that, on a personal level, many will resist the very 
idea that secular morality has a spirituality problem or that spirituality 
is needed for moral life. Unfortunately, those are the very people whom 
I am trying to reach. 

The good news is that, as long as arguments can be mustered against my 
view, there is a chance to persuade. In particular, I anticipate two sorts of 
arguments. First, some will deny that spirituality is necessary for morality. 
After all, non-spiritual types – atheistic, materialist, scientistic individuals 
who seem to have no hankering for transcendence – can be just as good as 
spiritual people, if not better. Second, some will object that the spiritual-
ization of moral life is positively bad. More specifcally, it promotes moral 
extremism, which is itself harmful and should not be encouraged. Both of 
these responses imply that we should not seek to infuse spirituality into 
moral life and, thus, strike at the very foundations of my project. Respond-
ing to these objections is the goal of this chapter. 
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I will argue that the frst objection fails to fully appreciate the immense 
psychological obstacles to human morality and that the second depends 
on unduly narrow or misguided conceptions of morality and the place it 
has in a human life. I hope, of course, that these replies will bring some 
skeptics over to my side. However critical it may be, temperament is not 
dispositive, and the business of persuasion has a potency of its own. But at 
the very least, my replies should deepen our understanding of the nature of 
the spirituality problem, the obstacles to addressing it, and the prospects 
for a potential resolution. 

2. 

The frst objection concerns the need for spirituality in moral life. One 
might say that, in arguing that a spirituality problem exists, I have simul-
taneously overestimated the difculty of morality and underestimated our 
moral capacity. On my view, spirituality is needed to counteract an innate 
and deeply seated drive to selfsh solipsism that threatens moral life. How-
ever, some might fnd this view overly pessimistic. Although selfsh solip-
sism is an obstacle to moral progress, it is not so insuperable as to require 
the extraordinary tonic of spirituality. In his defense of secular humanism, 
Philip Kitcher attributes an overly pessimistic view of human “depravity” 
to literature and religious myths of original sin.2 But, the objection goes, 
there is no empirical evidence for this view, and until evidence can be pro-
vided to support it, we should refrain from unwarranted pessimism about 
our capacities for moral progress. After all, a great deal of moral progress 
has been made over the history of humankind: one can point to greater 
rights for women and gay people, a reduction in homicides, and a decline 
in wars as reasons for optimism.3 On this view, what is needed for moral 
life is not spirituality, but a serious commitment to refect on one’s moral 
condition and to take steps toward improvement. 

“Pessimistic” is a rather impressionistic term, but if it means that I see 
human nature as a perennial threat to moral life, I will accept it. To this 
point, the frst thing to say is that it is unclear that empirical evidence 
speaks against pessimism. Kitcher suggests that legitimate evidence must 
come through scientifc experiments, but this assumes an unnecessarily 
narrow conception of what counts as empirical evidence. The “truth” of 
literature and myth depends on their fdelity to common experience; they 
would not be as compelling as they are unless they captured something 
that most people intuitively recognize. This evidence is not scientifc, but 
that does not mean it is not empirically based. Moreover, the notion of 
moral progress is questionable. While progress has been considerable on 
some metrics, it is unclear that the progress is permanent or the trends ir-
reversible. Rights can be eroded, violence can always return. And unlike 
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most of human history, technology has made it such that the erosion of 
rights is much more insidious and the efects of wars much more existen-
tial than ever. 

More importantly, while progress may have been made on systemic 
oppression and mortal threats to existence, virtue on the small scale, meas-
ured in ordinary, daily interactions between people, has not necessarily 
progressed. Beyond freedom from mortal threat and oppression, moral life 
also requires kindness, honesty, loyalty, and all the other virtues that make 
life with others possible. Private morality, far more subtle and nuanced, 
is very difcult to address through law, policy, or technology. In the cul-
tivation of virtues, every generation starts anew and encounters the same 
obstacles to success. Humans will always need to combat the forces of 
moral gravity, such as selfshness, ignorance, and weakness. So, there is no 
reason to believe that people are kinder, more honest, or more loyal today 
than they were before. On the contrary, daily life provides ample evidence 
that selfshness is normal, indiference easy, and dishonesty commonplace. 

It is important to note that my pessimism about human morality is not 
based on the idea that people are moral monsters. “Depravity” connotes 
something unusually sinister and sadistic – killers, rapists, and torturers. 
But it is not the existence of these individuals, who are exceptionally rare, 
that is most troubling. Garden-variety badness or moral mediocrity pro-
vides more than enough reason for pessimism. Hannah Arendt’s famous 
account of Adolf Eichmann exposed something far more disturbing than 
sadism. If his testimony is taken as accurate, Eichmann was not motivated 
by hatred or venom toward Jews. He was, on multiple expert accounts, 
psychologically “normal.”4 He had good relationships with friends and 
family, and he seemed to have had positive qualities as well – a tenderness 
toward Jews that he admired, a conscientious work ethic, a strong sense of 
principle and duty. All that was needed for him to facilitate genocide was 
a strong desire to advance his own career and a certain level of thought-
lessness.5 And he was not alone. With some exceptions, the entire popula-
tion of Germany – comprising ordinary, normal, decent citizens – proved 
themselves tolerant of and complicit in one of the most evil schemes in 
human history. It is precisely the very ordinariness of these individuals that 
presents the “greatest moral…challenge of the whole case.”6 Arendt called 
this challenge “the banality of evil.” 

Most ordinary people are, like Eichmann, a mixture of both good and 
bad traits. We have what Christian Miller has called “mixed characters.”7 

We can be empathetic, caring, and helpful, but also uncaring and callous. 
We are sometimes honest and scrupulous, and sometimes dishonest and 
unscrupulous. And, as numerous studies have shown, which traits are 
acted upon is often due to morally irrelevant features of our environment, 
such as ambient temperature or the smell of baked goods.8 This might not 
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seem very pernicious or threatening on the face of it, but the mixed char-
acter is not itself morally neutral. There is a reason that ancient Greek phi-
losophers defned virtue as a stable disposition to certain actions, feelings, 
and thoughts. A virtuous person must consistently and knowingly perform 
well over time and across circumstances. This achievement requires the 
integration of good emotional habits and a practical intelligence that is 
responsive to moral salience, and it is not something that occurs automati-
cally. It takes considerable work over a lifetime to realize virtuous char-
acter, which is why most ancient philosophers thought this achievement 
incredibly rare. Against the ancient ideal, the mixed character may not be 
positively vicious, but it is morally dangerous. We might get lucky, and 
circumstances may make it such that we are not morally challenged in any 
serious way. However, the absence of atrocity would be neither evidence 
of our goodness nor cause for reassurance. The mixed character means 
that, in the wrong circumstances, we are capable of great evil.9 This, it 
seems to me, is a reason for pessimism about human morality. 

Now, a critic can acknowledge that pessimism is appropriate while 
also denying the need for spirituality. The existence of natural empathy 
and a discomfort with lying, say, means that we have a foundation to 
build upon. More importantly, we know better. Very few people endorse 
dishonesty, cheating, or indiference to the needs of others, and almost 
everyone desires to be good – at least in the abstract. Thus, the secularist 
may appeal to our capacity “to appreciate the claims of fellow beings, to 
refect, to arrive at reasonable conclusions, and, in light of those conclu-
sions, to overcome prior indiference.”10 On a personal level, we can strive 
to broaden our moral imagination and to see things from the perspective 
of others. On a collective level, we can organize society in ways to promote 
good behavior – for instance, by instituting policies that call for personal 
accountability or that induce refection. There are, then, straightforward, 
non-spiritual methods to overcome obstacles to morality. 

Although the beneft of such measures cannot be denied, they are insuf-
fcient. To improve, a person must have the ability to accurately assess and 
monitor her moral progress. However, we should be deeply skeptical about 
our capacity for this sort of self-knowledge. Thousands of years ago, So-
crates revealed that many people who thought they were wise – or good – 
turned out not to be. Contemporary psychological research suggests that 
little has changed. Researchers have found that there is a “strong tendency 
for people to believe that they have a ‘true self’, and to believe that this 
true self is inherently morally good.”11 The majority of us predict that we 
would act better – help a person in need, distribute resources fairly – than 
others.12 And we rate ourselves as more virtuous – “more charitable, co-
operative, considerate, fair, kind, loyal, and sincere” and “less belligerent, 
deceitful, gullible, lazy, impolite, mean, and unethical” – than average, 
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an assessment that cannot possibly be true for everyone who thinks it.13 

Unfortunately, these assessments are not supported by actual behavior, 
for we consistently underperform predictions of our own behavior. That 
is to say, we do not behave as generously, honestly, compassionately as 
we think we would. On this point, it is worth noting that we tend to be 
better predictors of the moral quality of other people’s actions than we 
are about our own.14 So, we are not generally unable to assess and predict 
moral behavior. It is just that we have great difculty assessing ourselves. 
In other words, there is a gap between how good we think we are and how 
good we actually are. 

Further, and to make matters worse, researchers have identifed multiple 
self-deceptive strategies that we use for maintaining belief in our personal 
goodness in the face of moral failure. For instance, we are strongly moti-
vated to engage in “cleansing” behaviors, which involve doing good deeds 
to make up for the bad. Another useful technique is “moral credential-
ing,” which involves appealing to good deeds done in the past to preserve 
our sense of moral identity.15 To be efective, these strategies cannot be 
intentional. That is to say, we cannot consciously realize that we are using 
them to serve our own purposes, and that makes them especially danger-
ous. Combined with our general ignorance of our moral condition, these 
strategies present serious obstacles to moral progress. If we are already 
good, there is little need to work at getting better. Moral progress requires 
that a person acknowledge that he is not yet good, but that admission may 
be as rare as virtue. 

Murdoch, who accuses secular philosophers of being overly optimistic 
about human goodness, draws on modern psychology to assert what she 
describes as a secular version of original sin. By “modern psychology,” 
she means Freud. And while many Freudian theories have been superseded 
in contemporary psychology, his basic insight about the human subject 
cannot be ignored. We are, in many ways, opaque to ourselves. We are 
moved by unconscious drives and instincts that are older and, in many 
cases, stronger than any motivation that can be consciously endorsed. This 
is not to deny that we have capacities for rational thought and refection, 
and insofar as we have those capacities, moral progress is always possible. 
However, our rational capacities are themselves subject to unconscious 
shaping.16 And since unconscious drives are enduring parts of the psycho-
logical makeup of the human animal, we must always be vigilant about the 
possibility of regression.17 Unlike the religious account of original sin, this 
condition is completely naturalistic. But it describes what I take to be the 
same phenomenon – namely, the natural “ignorance and difculty” that 
stand in the way of living a moral life. 

This is not to say that we should ignore Socrates’s call for the examined 
life. Even if we are not as transparent to ourselves as we might think, there 
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is no replacement for critical self-scrutiny and moral efort. Nevertheless, 
what we know about the psychological obstacles to morality should tem-
per confdence that we can achieve our moral aims without some sort 
of additional help. According to Murdoch, the primary challenge facing 
moral philosophers is to discover “techniques for the purifcation and re-
orientation of an energy which is naturally selfsh.”18 In particular, she 
recommends directing our attention to a transcendent good that elicits 
“love in the highest part of the soul.”19 In a similar vein, Miller concludes 
that, “We need the tug of our emotions. The head alone will not motivate 
us enough to keep working at becoming a better person.”20 The efcacy 
of spirituality depends on its emotional appeal. There are multiple sorts of 
emotional appeal, but the appeal of a transcendent good is greatest. 

It would be unreasonable to dismiss the possibility of morality without 
spirituality out of hand. Nevertheless, there are good reasons to think that 
spirituality, which reorients us away from the self and toward a higher 
good, may be a crucial supplement to our rational eforts at moral pro-
gress. The spirituality problem is not about the logical possibility of secu-
lar morality, but about its psychological feasibility. Human nature means 
that it will always be challenging to be good, and love is one of the most 
powerful countervailing forces known to us. Insofar as humanist morality 
lacks a sense of spirituality, it misses a rich source of meaning and trans-
formative power, and the extraordinarily difcult task of being good is 
even harder. It seems to me that this is enough reason to seriously entertain 
the project of infusing spirituality into moral life. 

3. 

The second objection to my project has to do with its consequences. While 
everyone agrees that morality has an important place in a human life, 
many have thought that it is possible to care about it too much.21 Insofar 
as the infusion of spirituality into moral life is supposed to deepen one’s 
engagement with goodness, it may seem that I am promoting moral ex-
tremism, or an excessive or obsessive zeal for morality. 

This worry is captured in Susan Wolf’s famous critique of the moral 
saint. The moral saint is defned as “a person whose every action is as 
morally good as possible, a person, that is, who is as morally worthy as 
can be” and whose life is “dominated by a commitment to improving 
the welfare of others or of society as a whole.”22 He is a person who is 
passionately – some have even said “religiously” – devoted to moral-
ity.23 While Wolf admits that the moral saint is a “remarkably noble 
and admirable fgure,” she thinks that no one should aspire to be like 
him.24 Since he is singularly focused on morality, the saint would have 
no time and no room to pursue activities such as cooking, gardening, 
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and music, the sorts of activities that make a life worth living for a 
“healthy, well-rounded, richly developed character.”25 And since mo-
rality requires compassion and kindness, he would be unable to cul-
tivate character traits, such as humor, edginess, or coolness, that are 
found in lively, interesting people. He would be overly nice and have no 
personality, and have nothing distinctive of “an identifable, personal 
self.”26 Wolf’s portrait of the saint is aimed at showing that there is 
something “disgusting” about too much goodness.27 Anyone who is so 
good is likely to have compromised on other aspects of his personality. 
If this is the upshot of infusing spirituality into moral life, we should 
not want it. 

Although I agree that there is a problem with the moral saint, whether 
or not it is the result of spiritual devotion is another question. To answer 
it, it will be helpful to get more concrete about the life of moral saint-
hood. Wolf’s sketch of moral saints, conjectural as it is, seems to be fully 
developed in the real-life portraits of Larissa MacFarquhar’s Strangers 
Drowning, where they are referred to as “do-gooders.”28 Do-gooders are 
extremely moral people who make what many would consider unthink-
able sacrifces to help others. Their allegiance to the most stringent de-
mands of morality means, for instance, that family relations and personal 
attachments are given no special weight compared to strangers. So, one 
couple risked their lives and the lives of their children to found a leper 
colony in the jungles of India, and a woman who had always dreamed 
of being a mother found herself unable to justify getting pregnant until 
she reasoned that any child of hers would be raised to give most of its 
earnings to charity. The do-gooders’ commitment to morality also means 
that they must refrain from pursuing any pleasures and interests, such as 
indulging in a glass of wine or guitar playing, that are not directly related 
to helping others. Several of MacFarquhar’s do-gooders lived, at the turn 
of the 21st century, on less than $1200 a year, eating out of dumpsters 
and denying themselves creature comforts in order to give as much as 
possible to charity. Even the personal fulfllment of charity work has to 
be denied if more good would come from charitable giving. While there 
is indeed something noble and admirable about these individuals, there is 
also something deeply disturbing. 

However, I do not think that what is disturbing about these individu-
als – whom, for reasons that will soon be apparent, I will continue calling 
“do-gooders” rather than “saints” – has to do with spiritual devotion. 
Some of MacFarquhar’s subjects are religious. Most are not, and indeed, 
several came to adopt their moral extremism through reading secular phi-
losophers.29 Whatever their spiritual commitments, their stringent com-
mitment to helping others is not itself evidence of a life-orientation toward 
a transcendent good. It does not fow out of a love of that which elicits 
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reverence and awe, so much it issues from a crushing feeling of obligation 
and an overriding motivation to maximize moral value. 

This becomes even clearer when we consider what real saints are like. 
In his response to Wolf, Robert Adams describes real saints as “people 
who submit themselves, in faith, to God, not only loving Him but also 
letting His love possess them, so that it works through them and shines 
through them to other people.”30 Real saints are very, very good, but not 
because they are fxated on morality. They live their lives in devotion to a 
transcendent good that is not only higher and greater than anything in the 
world, but that is also the source of all good things. Thus, saints need not 
be narrowly fxated on moral goodness to the exclusion of all other inter-
ests. The love of God can take form in nearly everything – music, art, car-
pentry, masonry, philosophy, mathematics, and, of course, morality. So, 
morality is enhanced by its relationship to other goods, rather than weak-
ened by it. Moreover, because their relationship to God is deeply personal, 
saints will not view morality as an impersonal endeavor that requires total 
self-sacrifce. In fact, Adams says, “saints have typically been intensely and 
frankly interested in their own condition, their own perfection, and their 
own happiness.”31 Their goodness is part of a life that is rich and full of 
meaning. Their selfessness grows out of a sense of abundance and gener-
osity rather than self-denial. They are not fxated on what they can do to 
save the world. Instead, through their love of God, saints let themselves be 
moved by “goodness overfowing from a boundless source.”32 So, the saint 
could be described as extremely good, but he is not a moral extremist. 

Although it is intensely felt, the do-gooder’s commitment to morality is 
decidedly unspiritual. Rather than submit to a transcendent good, the do-
gooder takes matters into her own hands, exercising every bit of agency 
she can to improve the world. Her work for others is born from a sense 
of the limitless demands of sufering in the world rather than a sense of 
abundance. And there is a smallness to her actions. A common theme in 
MacFarquhar’s portraits is an obsession with money. Every single penny 
not dedicated to charity becomes a cause for regret, consternation, and 
guilt. One pair of do-gooders argued over a defcit of $0.38 in their weekly 
allowance; the frivolous purchase of a candied apple sent another pair into 
a crisis of conscience. When a person commits to living on $1200 a year, 
it is difcult not to think about money all the time. And, of course, time 
is also something that can be maximized. That is why one do-gooder ar-
ranged his bedroom so that he only needed one motion to get out of bed 
and turn on his computer. Altogether, do-gooder morality is the sort of 
project best pursued with the help of a spreadsheet. Through these tireless 
eforts, do-gooders do manage to do far more good in the world than the 
average person. But they lack the sense of generosity and abundance that 
comes from spirituality. Ironically, despite their obsessive avoidance of 
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waste, one feels that the noble and admirable intentions of these individu-
als have been wasted. 

Thus, I conclude that the problem with do-gooders does not have to 
do with spirituality. Indeed, I would suggest the opposite. The do-gooder 
sense of morality is not exactly wrong, but it is unnecessarily constricted. 
Morality does require impartial consideration for the good of others, and 
self-sacrifce is often part of the story. But there is a larger story that in-
cludes relationships, loves, beauty, wonder, and so forth, goods that not 
only do not dilute morality, but may actually enhance it. Without the 
horizon of the larger story, the do-gooder’s engagement with morality is 
thinner, smaller, and less moving than it should be. Thus, rather than un-
dermining my project, the fgure of the do-gooder shows why it might be 
important to infuse spirituality into moral life. 

4. 

The do-gooder is not the only form of moral extremist. Moral extremism 
can also take the form of fanaticism, such as seen in the ancient Hebrews’ 
persecution of impure peoples or the Catholics and Protestants who mas-
sacred each other in the French Wars of Religion.33 The moral fanatic is 
both much more closely associated with religion and far more pernicious 
than the do-gooder. Unlike the do-gooder, he does seem to have a spir-
itual investment in his pursuit of morality. His moral commitments are 
deeply personal and infused with a sense of height and depth. His pursuit 
of goodness is not conceived as a small-minded matter of quantitative ac-
cumulation, but rather as purity and fdelity to a lofty ideal. He is not wor-
ried about efciency but what he perceives to be the ultimate truth. And, as 
history shows, he can be extremely violent and dangerous in a way that the 
do-gooder is not. The fgure of the moral fanatic suggests that the extrem-
ist who actually succeeds in bringing spirituality into moral life should be 
more feared than the one who fails. 

Examples are not difcult to fnd. Since the Enlightenment, there has 
been no shortage of secular fanatics whose passion for reform has turned 
into something close to religious zeal. For instance, Toqueville attributes 
the violence of the French Revolution, which was founded on secular prin-
ciples of human dignity and equality, to the fact that it “became a new 
sort of religion” that was able to “cover the earth with its soldiers, its 
apostles, and its martyrs.”34 And scholars have argued that atheistic politi-
cal movements of the 20th century such as Stalinism and Maoism were, 
in fact, political religions complete with their own sacral rites and theolo-
gies.35 As they devolved into horrifc campaigns of terror, these ostensibly 
secular movements took the lives of millions of people in the name of dig-
nity, equality, and liberation. Such examples have been described as cases 
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of “secular monotheism.”36 Thus, it could be argued that the infusion of 
religiosity into moral life has been a disaster. For many, the promise of 
secular morality lies, precisely, in the abandonment of irrational religious 
zeal. In light of these examples, perhaps the last thing we should do is to 
bring spirituality into moral life. 

As with the do-gooder, it is impossible to deny that the moral fanatic 
presents a problem. It is also difcult to deny that he pursues morality 
or moral ideals with something like spiritual devotion. Still, one can ask 
whether this necessarily means that the spiritualization of moral life is a 
problem. The example of individuals such as Saint Francis, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Gandhi, Mother Theresa, Fred Rogers, Muhammad Ali, and 
Socrates – some saints, others not, but all individuals whose commitment 
to serving others shone with a sort of holiness – suggests not. But if not, we 
should want to know where the moral fanatic, who seems to be similarly 
passionate in his devotion to moral ends, goes astray. 

Isaiah Berlin, who witnessed the destructive moral movements of the 
20th century, has an idea about what goes wrong with secular fanatics. 
He explains: 

The possibility of a fnal solution – even if we forget the terrible sense 
that these words acquired in Hitler’s day – turns out to be an illusion, 
and a very dangerous one. For if one really believes that such a solu-
tion is possible, then surely no cost would be too high to obtain it: 
to make mankind just and happy and creative and harmonious for 
ever – what could be too high a price to pay for that? To make such 
an omelette, there is surely no limit to the number of eggs that should 
be broken – that was the faith of Lenin, of Trotsky, of Mao, for all I 
know of Pol Pot.37 

Berlin sees in these fanatics a fervent devotion to moral perfection. 
Moral perfection is conceived as the perfect life for human beings, the “f-
nal solution” for life founded “on a correct understanding of the rules that 
governed the universe.”38 The fanatic believes that he grasps this vision 
and seeks, with good intentions, to bring it to life for all people. And since 
he sees it as the single, salvifc truth, he thinks there is no sacrifce too great 
to realize it. Thus, we might see the primary driver of secular fanaticism as 
total devotion to moral perfection, or the worship of morality itself. 

As I take it, the point is not that morality is not tremendously signif-
cant. Embodied in certain values, principles, and ideals, morality is the 
aspect of life that has to do with our treatment of others. It is considered 
by most people to have primacy in a human life or, if not primacy, at least 
a special kind of priority.39 However, unlike a transcendent good such as 
God, it is not an appropriate object of reverence or spiritual devotion. 
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Morality is not higher or better than human life, but squarely part of hu-
man life itself. It is the subject of discussion, interpretation, critical scru-
tiny, and revision. There will always be questions about what it entails and 
how to realize it. And there is also no a priori guarantee that all goods, 
especially all moral goods, will ft together perfectly, that they will remain 
the same, or that they will be the same everywhere. Morality is a project 
that humans collectively engage in response to the challenges of living to-
gether. It is something we work on, not something we worship. 

When treated as itself an object of spiritual devotion, morality can be-
come extremely dangerous. Moral values, principles, and ideals are useful 
abstractions: they can be articulated and grasped by a human mind, their 
implications spelled out, and their edges neatly defned in service of mak-
ing sense of shared life. But real life does not perfectly conform to abstrac-
tions. In the jagged ft between idea and reality, the moral fanatic elevates 
the clean lines of thought over the messiness of life, and what is supposed 
to be a subject of refection open to the input of common experience is 
treated as absolute and authoritative. All of life is fattened to the total-
izing standard of ideas. Because no person or institution can live up to an 
idea, the fanatic will inevitably fnd the rest of humanity lacking. So, he 
will always fnd reason for judgment, censure, recriminations, or worse – 
and not just for actions, but also for motives, intentions, and attitudes. 
The judgment may be internal and need not result in external corrections 
or punishments, but it can. And when it does, it is potentially devastating 
because the standard is pure and people are not. So, masses of people and 
institutions can get swept up in the frenzy of moral mania, as happened 
during the French Revolution, Stalinism, and Maoism. 

Here, a comparison with the saint is once again illuminating. The object 
of the saint’s spiritual devotion is not morality, but God, a transcendent 
being that exceeds everything human in goodness, power, and wisdom. 
Insofar as God is infnite, no human can claim to fully grasp Him and His 
ways. The multitudes contained within Him can comprise even what seem 
to be incompatible, contradictory, absurd possibilities as comprehended 
by humans. Thus, while the saint aspires to be as godlike as possible, he 
cannot have any illusions about attaining perfection. While he might be 
aware of the ways in which others fall short, he cannot claim to be their 
ultimate judge. And he cannot be dogmatic about what it means to be de-
voted to God. The saint’s spiritual devotion is of necessity characterized by 
humility and surrender. Accordingly, his goodness does not have the judg-
mental conviction, or hubris, of the moral fanatic. This is, of course, not to 
deny that theism can lead to fanaticism or, even, that it is strongly linked 
to fanaticism. However, the saint, who is a spiritual fgure, is not a fanatic. 

Thus, I suggest that the problem with the moral fanatic is not spiritual-
ity per se, but rather the object of his spiritual devotion. Moral fanaticism 
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elevates morality to a place it should not occupy in human life. Although it 
is extremely important to human beings, morality itself is not an appropri-
ate object of reverence and spiritual devotion. Insofar as we seek to infuse 
spirituality into moral life, we need to look some greater good, a good that 
not only encompasses morality but exceeds it. 

5. 

The objections I considered over the last two sections, objections that I 
have heard pressed by interlocutors against my views, were predicated on 
perceived similarities between moral extremism and spiritualized moral-
ity. While these are very diferent phenomena, the confation of the two 
is understandable given the current context. Odd as it may sound, many 
people today are uncomfortable with the prospect of being too good. This 
discomfort, which is rather vague and mostly implicit, is not really an 
objection, but it does pose a general obstacle to addressing the spirituality 
problem. Let me conclude with some brief remarks on this obstacle and 
how to see our way around it. 

First, it will help to be more explicit about what the discomfort is. 
Robert Musil has his protagonist describe the state of afairs in The Man 
Without Qualities: 

[I]n situations that bring them into confict with their environment 
people always deploy all their resources, whereas whenever they are 
only doing what is proper they naturally enough behave no difer-
ently from the way they do when paying their taxes - from which 
it can be concluded that all Evil is enacted with more or less imagi-
nation and passion, where the Good is characterised by an unmis-
takable pitifulness and poverty of emotion. Ulrich recalled that his 
sister had expressed this moral dilemma in a very uninhibited way by 
asking whether what it came to was that being good was no longer 
a good thing. It ought to be difcult and breath-taking, she had as-
serted, marvelling at the fact that moral people were almost always 
bores.40 

We fnd ourselves in a world in which goodness no longer shines. It is 
seen as dry and boring, a matter of being nice and doing duties. The fgure 
of the “good person” is a stock character, one that lacks personalizing or 
distinguishing features. Morally fawed people, even evil ones, are more 
interesting to our tastes. In this world, a deep concern for goodness looks 
small-minded and technocratic or obsessive and humorless. And though 
few would follow Ulrich’s sister in saying that being good is no longer a 
good thing, many have grown wary of being too good. 
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It is important to note that those who think this way are not evil or 
unscrupulous. If they do not wish to be too good, they also do not wish 
to be too bad. Instead, the general thought is that we ought to aim for 
“decency,” the sane middle ground between moral sainthood and moral 
mediocrity.41 The decent life is one that balances concerns for morality 
and personal perfection, rather than one that is as morally good as can be. 
An example of a decent person is the delightfully spontaneous person who 
sometimes breaks promises or the loving parent who shields her child from 
just punishment.42 Decent people do care about morality, and some even 
devote themselves to noble causes, such as helping the homeless or end-
ing wars. But they also have a healthy appreciation of the value of other 
goods. In conficts between diferent goods, they ensure that morality does 
not always “win.”43 And their lives are believed to be richer and more 
meaningful as a result. 

As sensible as it may sound, we should be wary of this view. It seems 
to me that this is exactly what James feared would happen in the merely 
human world. It is not a world of rampant evil or pure immorality. People 
still care to be decent and to fulfll their basic duties. Justice, kindness, and 
honesty are not dead. However, it is a world in which the scope of moral 
life is narrowed and the interest in moral goodness dampened. The person 
who sets her sights on decency is especially susceptible to the psychologi-
cal dangers that I discussed above.44 For a person who aims to be merely 
decent has less incentive to overcome self-deception about her own good-
ness than one who consciously aims to be as good as possible. Given the 
tendencies of the human psyche, it is not difcult to see how a concern 
for moral decency might slide into moral mediocrity and, eventually, the 
“don’t care” mood. 

But the biggest problem is that the narrowing and coarsening of moral 
life will likely go unnoticed. For from within the secular perspective, it is 
very difcult to see how the ceiling has been lowered – the symphony fore-
shortened – on the possibilities of human goodness. This is perfectly exem-
plifed, for instance, in Wolf’s failure to appreciate the fgure of the saint. 
She views the saint as an exemplar of a saccharine niceness, of “innocence 
and undiscriminating love,” because she cannot see how his behavior ema-
nates from his love of God.45 His goodness is fattened, dulled, dimmed 
because it is viewed through a lens that does not accommodate its trans-
cendent source. Unmoored from this source, the saint’s passion for good-
ness can only appear as a bizarre or foolish moralism, an example of 
well-meaning, but empty do-gooderism. The oversight is remarkable – and 
not despite, but especially, because it is unintentional. It is a testament to 
the smallness and dullness of the secular conception of goodness with-
out the horizon provided by a transcendent good. Wolf’s oversight points 
to the more general problem of a world in which it is believed that saints 
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“should always be judged guilty until they are proved innocent.”46 While 
we are still impressed by acts of heroism, we are no longer moved by the 
quiet wonder of truly good people. Saints start to look like moral extrem-
ists, and everything breath-taking and difcult about goodness fails to be 
registered. To my mind, such lapses and misunderstandings are the most 
poignant expressions of the spirituality problem. 

To resolve this problem, we will need to loosen our gaze with a view to 
glimpsing some good beyond morality itself, one that can elicit a kind of 
spiritual love that is both personally and morally transformative. In Part 2, 
I consider Aristotelian, Existentialist, and Confucian humanisms, three ap-
proaches to secular morality that expand our vision of moral goodness 
in potentially spiritual directions. I do not think that any of these views 
adequately resolves our problem. But they are well worth considering, for 
not only do they seek to locate moral life in broader contexts of meaning 
and purpose, but they draw on ideas that modern people fnd appealing 
and approachable. More specifcally, my discussions of these views ex-
plore (human) nature, freedom, and ritual as potential foundations for a 
spiritualized morality. Through these discussions, I aim to extract insights 
on the nature of a transcendent good that can be both worthy of spiritual 
love and available to secularists. In so doing, I seek to carve out a space for 
my positive view, which appeals to the concept of tradition. The defense of 
that view will be saved for Part 3. 
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3 Aristotelian Humanism 

1. 

The most recent revival of Aristotelian virtue ethics began in the middle 
of last century. At least two philosophical works can be credited with this 
turn. First, Elizabeth Anscombe’s enormously infuential “Modern Moral 
Philosophy” identifed Aristotle’s as a moral philosophy that did not de-
pend on a conception of “ought” that necessitated the existence of a divine 
lawgiver. Later, Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue, an equally ground-
breaking work, presented Aristotle as a bulwark against a modern sub-
jectivism that threatened to make moral life impossible. Both works were 
responding to challenges of a modern context that was growing increas-
ingly secularized, materialist, individualistic, subjectivist, and, ultimately, 
nihilistic. And both presented Aristotelian virtue ethics as a viable way 
forward – indeed, perhaps the only way forward. Describing Aristotelian-
ism as the most “philosophically powerful” among premodern modes of 
thought, MacIntyre claimed that “If a premodern view of morals and poli-
tics is to be vindicated against modernity, it will be in something like Aris-
totelian terms or not at all.”1 Here, the urgency of the Aristotelian project 
is made clear: the revival of Aristotle is not just a recommendation to reen-
gage with a thinker of immense historical interest, but a philosophical call 
to arms to reinvigorate morality in a secular world. In the decades since 
these works appeared, Aristotelian virtue ethics has grown into a robust 
feld of inquiry. Some strains of the view, modeled on Aquinas’s adapta-
tion of Aristotelian thought, are theistic. But the dominant form of neo-
Aristotelian ethics – prominently represented by thinkers such as Philippa 
Foot, Rosalind Hursthouse, John McDowell, and Martha Nussbaum – is 
staunchly, even proudly secularist.2 I will call the views that fall under this 
secularist umbrella Aristotelian humanism. 

Broadly speaking, Aristotelian humanism is an ethical framework that 
conceives of human goodness in terms of virtues such as courage, mod-
eration, and honesty. Virtues are, in turn, conceived as dispositions to 
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action, feeling, and thought that both beneft their possessors and make 
them good qua human being. That is to say, the virtues are conceived as 
parts of human fourishing. A key concept in this framework – inciden-
tally, one that makes it appealing to secularists who welcome the sheen of 
scientifc respectability – is human nature. The defnition of human nature 
is debated among Aristotelians; some see it in more scientifc terms, while 
others embrace an interpretative approach. But they all agree that human 
nature is morally signifcant as the basis of human goodness. Thus, Aris-
totelian humanists call for a deep engagement with the question of what 
makes us human – that is to say, our distinctive capacities, needs, desires, 
and vulnerabilities – and they encourage us to see moral development as 
part of natural human development. This view embodies a deeply rooted 
optimism about human beings and their capacities for goodness. Aristo-
telian humanists assure us that “there is absolutely nothing wrong with 
human beings.”3 They reject “despair and misanthropy,” and counsel us 
to maintain hope for humanity.4 In a world devoid of cosmic meaning and 
divine authority, Aristotelians think that morality is best supported by a 
deeper appreciation of what it means to be human. Theirs is a fundamen-
tally humanistic position. 

It is worth noting that Aristotle would likely never have anticipated this 
particular development of his thought. While he was certainly no Chris-
tian, he was in no way a secularist, and it would be grossly anachronistic 
to see him in those terms. Instead, he belonged to a world thoroughly 
shaped by Greek polytheism. Aristotle assumed the existence of Greek 
gods and the practices and institutions of Greek religion. His conception 
of the divine difered in important respects from conventional represen-
tations in antiquity, but not so much so that he could not appeal to a 
common sense about the gods in his ethical works. Thus, an orientation 
toward the divine is woven into his conception of the happy life, and he 
believed that humans should strive to be as godlike as possible: 

One should not follow the advice of those who say ‘Human you are, 
think human thoughts’, and ‘Mortals you are, think mortal’ ones, 
but instead, so far as is possible, assimilate to the immortals and do 
everything with the aim of living in accordance with what is highest 
of the things in us; for even if it is small in bulk, the degree to which 
it surpasses everything in power and dignity is far greater.5 

In statements like these, we see that a religious sensibility is an integral 
part of Aristotelian ethics. It can be easy to dismiss such comments, and to 
treat Aristotle as a modern secularist. Unlike Christianity, Greek religion 
is so remote from modern consciousness that it is hard to take seriously. 
Nevertheless, at least on this matter, it is worth keeping in mind how far 
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Aristotelian humanism departs from its ancient source. That is not because 
we wish to be historically accurate, but because we need to be aware of 
the possibility that a live ethical system, such as Aristotle’s, may not fully 
survive being brought into a new context. 

In this chapter, I consider whether Aristotelian humanism might pro-
vide the resources to accommodate a spiritual dimension in moral life.6 

Most Aristotelian humanists are not particularly concerned about spir-
ituality; some appear positively hostile to it.7 However, Nussbaum, one 
of Aristotle’s greatest modern expositors, is eager to accommodate the 
spiritual dimension of moral life. She believes that human nature is the 
basis of a special form of transcendence, such that the fullest realization 
of human fourishing may be considered not just a moral, but a spiritual 
achievement. This view represents an especially promising approach to the 
spirituality problem because it appeals to a deep regard for the authority 
of nature that exists among people today. Nevertheless, I will argue that 
it fails. In the following, I claim that human transcendence cannot anchor 
a secular spirituality because it lacks the “note of infnitude and mystery” 
that is proper to objects of spiritual love.8 I conclude that, insofar as it 
centers on the concept of fourishing, Aristotelian humanism – at least, its 
secular versions – lacks the resources to provide an adequate resolution to 
the spirituality problem. 

2. 

Nussbaum’s primary concern is to reject the idea that human beings 
should strive to transcend humanity, rather than to accommodate the 
possibility of spirituality in moral life. But she acknowledges that a sense 
of transcendence is “a powerful part of human ethical experience,” and 
that “the life of godlike transcendence [is] a beautiful and valuable ethical 
norm.”9 Such statements implicitly recognize the importance of spiritual-
ity in moral life. Using examples of “specifcally human heroism,” she elu-
cidates what might be considered a secular spirituality based on what she 
calls “internal” or “human transcendence.” This sort of transcendence is 
attributed to specifcally human fourishing, which is the fullest realization 
of human capacities or functions. In this way, human fourishing may be 
viewed as a sort of transcendent good that is “intelligible without refer-
ence to inadequate or obscure metaphysical conceptions” – that is, a good 
that is transcendent without being supernatural.10 

Nussbaum’s account begins with athletic excellence, which she deems 
the “simplest, clearest case” of human transcendence. She observes that 
we marvel at the strength, speed, agility, and skill of great athletes. Al-
though we sometimes describe athletes as superhuman, the truth is that 
our admiration assumes the context of human capacities. The average 
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cheetah could easily outrun the fastest human, and no human would be 
able to overpower a mature, healthy bear. So, in appreciating athletic ex-
cellence, it is not the speed or strength in itself that we admire, but the 
speed or strength of a human being with species-specifc limitations and 
possibilities: “such achievement has point and value only relatively to the 
context of the human body, which imposes certain species-specifc limits 
and creates certain possibilities of movement rather than others.”11 If we 
were not the kinds of beings that we are – if we had a diferent kind of 
skeletal or muscular structure, if we were not susceptible to pain or injury, 
or did not need rest and replenishment – the speed and strength of sports 
heroes would not be meaningful. But we do have characteristic physical 
abilities and limits, such that athletic excellence depends on a “vague and 
yet powerful notion of the possibilities of the human species as such,” a 
“vague and yet not so unclear notion of the normal human life.”12 To excel 
is to concretely realize this notion of human fourishing. 

Nussbaum distinguishes this excellence from what she calls “our ordi-
nary humanity.”13 Ordinary humanity, which is exemplifed by the com-
mon run of people, is contrasted with what might be considered “full 
humanity.” Most people are physically lazy and out of shape; it is easy – 
perhaps, even, in some sense, natural – to be this way. The full actualiza-
tion of human capacities requires dedication and efort that few are willing 
to commit; this work is difcult and uncomfortable and requires pushing 
past one’s limits. In contrast, great athletes use their abilities “especially 
fully,” and in this way, they exemplify humanity at its highest function-
ing.14 Human fourishing is clearly not supernatural. But it may be con-
sidered a form of transcendence because reaching the standard of full 
humanity entails going beyond or overcoming one’s ordinary humanity. 

On Nussbaum’s telling, the moral analog to athletic excellence is virtue. 
She identifes individuals such as Pericles, the Athenian statesman, and 
Nehru, the frst Prime Minister of India, as moral heroes. Their excellence 
consists in their “Aristotelian virtues” of courage, moderation, justice, 
and practical wisdom.15 Like athletic excellences, these virtues presuppose 
the human condition. It is only because we are mortal and susceptible to 
physical pain and humiliation that courage is a virtue. Justice presupposes 
human needs and desires; practical wisdom assumes that human knowl-
edge is limited and human life risky and uncertain. These character traits 
would be meaningless for immortal and limitless gods.16 But they are criti-
cal aspects of fourishing for human beings. A person who achieves virtue 
excels in the ways a human being can with respect to actions, thoughts, 
and emotions. 

Analogously, it is exceedingly difcult to achieve virtue. Nussbaum 
contrasts morally excellent with morally ordinary people. Most people are 
“lazy, inattentive, unrefective, shallow in feeling.”17 They are obtuse to 
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the nuances of persons and situations, unimaginative and unmotivated to 
cultivate their souls. Becoming virtuous requires a high degree of attentive-
ness, sensitivity, and devotion. It requires a person to cultivate perception 
and judgment that evince a sense of what it means to be human in an em-
pathetic, yet clear-eyed way. For this reason, Nussbaum describes the hu-
man transcendence of virtue as a sort of “transcendence by descent,” one 
that delves more deeply into the human condition.18 Describing Nehru, 
Nussbaum claims that transcendence consists: 

Simply in the fact that he displayed great intelligence and courage 
on behalf of others, and a lifelong commitment to justice more un-
wavering that most human beings could achieve. He sat in jail for 
long periods, he endured isolation and risk, he spent his life forging 
a nation. Moreover, he did so without denigrating people or setting 
himself up above them … What spells transcendence to me is the 
concerted efort to remain morally awake on behalf of others, and to 
put one’s own mental and physical comfort at risk for their sake.19 

While it is within reach for almost everyone, most people are unwilling 
to make the efort to become virtuous, and almost no one succeeds.20 As 
in the case of athletic excellence, virtue is a way in which human beings 
transcend ordinary humanity. 

If Nussbaum is correct, it is possible to see how an Aristotelian hu-
manist can accommodate a sort of secular spirituality. Flourishing is a 
human good, through and through, with no trace of the supernatural. At 
the same time, this achievement may be considered transcendent insofar 
as it exceeds ordinary humanity. As the examples of physical and moral 
excellence show, fourishing both encompasses morality and exceeds it. Fi-
nally, on Nussbaum’s telling, this sort of good elicits admiration and awe; 
our afective responses to the most shining examples of human excellence 
might be thought to approximate spiritual love. Thus, Nussbaum shows 
how human fourishing can plausibly take the place of God in a secular 
morality. A person who devotes herself to this good will have a deepened 
and enriched sense of moral life, a source of inspiration, and a model of 
aspiration. For this reason, Nussbaum’s view gives Aristotelian humanists 
the best chance to address the spirituality problem. 

3. 

One challenge to assessing this view is that spirituality is an experiential 
matter. Nussbaum’s examples of human transcendence – great athletes and 
virtuous people – may or may not strike us as objects of spiritual love 
and devotion. My own intuition, which I will return to later, is that great 
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athletes are spiritually moving in a way that merely virtuous people are 
not. Still, it is difcult to deny that something or other is a source of spir-
ituality if some people in fact experience it that way. Instead of comparing 
experiences, I want to consider whether human fourishing is the kind of 
thing that can elicit spiritual love. Unfortunately, I do not think that it is. 

Let us begin by considering the logic of fourishing. To fourish is to 
perform one’s characteristic functions or actualize one’s characteristic 
capabilities well, where “well” means in accordance with one’s nature. 
Aristotle concludes that a thing’s nature is its form or, equivalently, its 
end or good.21 Thus, fourishing can be conceived through an ideal form 
or a concept of perfection. This point is perhaps most easily appreciated 
in the non-human realm, where the language of “ideal” or “perfect speci-
men” is most familiar: think of Foot’s healthy houseplant, Hursthouse’s 
cooperative wolf, and the subjects of Michael Thompson’s nature docu-
mentaries.22 These are ideals that embody the characteristic functioning of 
their respective species. We do not typically speak of people as specimens, 
but the same sort of thinking can apply. Physically speaking, the ideal hu-
man specimen is the subject of medical textbooks and standard measures 
of health. Ethically, the ideal specimen even has a special name among 
Aristotelians – namely, the phronimos, who is a fgure of complete virtue. 
The phronimos will not only have cultivated all the habits of character 
that make for human virtue, but also the excellence of practical judgment 
to get things right in every situation. He will have developed the perceptual 
capacities to always discern the correct decision, which will be backed by 
the emotional and behavioral dispositions to act accordingly. He is the 
embodiment of moral perfection. 

What kind of afective attitude is possible or appropriate with respect 
to the perfection of ideal specimens? An ideal specimen could certainly be 
an object of pleasure and delight. Think of the pleasure associated with 
appreciating fourishing wildlife or healthy human beings in the prime of 
their lives. More saliently, Aristotle reminds us that, at least for those who 
are sufciently virtuous, there is a sort of delight in perceiving virtuous 
people doing virtuous things.23 I think it is even appropriate to say that, 
qua exemplars of fourishing, healthy organisms and virtuous people elicit 
a kind of love. We admire them and appreciate their existence; we enjoy 
their company and try to be near them; we want what is good for them. 
But there is a diference between pleasure and awe, and love comes in va-
rieties. To establish the possibility of secular spirituality, the sort of trans-
cendent good we need should be more awesome than delightful; it must 
be the sort of good one could imagine being an object of spiritual love. I 
doubt that the perfection of fourishing or, more specifcally, the perfection 
of the phronimos could be such a good. And that is because it lacks what 
James called “the note of infnitude and mystery.”24 
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As Aristotelians will admit, the goodness of fourishing is a sort of limit. 
Individuals may be assessed according to the degree to which they ap-
proximate this limit through what has been called an overall “summing-
up evaluation”: “an individual x might be perfect in this way, defective in 
that, fairish in another, and eventually best described as ‘an almost perfect 
specimen apart from such-and-such’, ‘a superlative specimen given its age’, 
‘rather a poor specimen given its environment’, and so on.”25 There is 
admittedly some indeterminateness about how to sum up these variables, 
which ones to give more weight to, how to compare perfection in one 
area and mediocrity in another, and so forth. When the ideal is a form 
as complicated as human nature, it can be especially difcult to make an 
overall assessment. And when human nature incorporates values and be-
liefs about what makes us human, the assessment requires an extra level 
of attunement, sensitivity, and judgment. But regardless of how one con-
ceives of human nature, the logic of fourishing remains the same: “if it 
is no way bad then it is good.”26 That is to say, the fewer the defects, the 
better the specimen – but only up to a certain point. For perfection is the 
limit, at which point, goodness is complete, and there is no more goodness 
to achieve. The goodness of fourishing is, thus, fnite and limited, neatly 
defned by the boundaries of species form. 

In consequence, fourishing is entirely unmysterious. Although the ideal 
of perfection is difcult, if not impossible, to achieve, it is neither difcult 
nor impossible to comprehend. We can know reasonably well what four-
ishing, ethically speaking, means through some amount of philosophical 
refection. Some have suggested that this refection is a priori, since the 
concept of the human and, by extension, human fourishing is “a pure con-
cept of the understanding devoid of even the least empirical accretion.”27 

Others believe that the determination of human nature and human four-
ishing is the subject of empirical observation and shared dialogue.28 Either 
way, the ideal of human fourishing is defnable and knowable with a rea-
sonable degree of precision. Indeed, one might see the articulation of this 
ideal as the practical aim of Aristotelian ethics. Flourishing – at any rate, 
moral fourishing – is thought to comprise “standard virtues,” such as 
justice, courage, moderation, and honesty, and it is only a matter of time 
before the elucidation of these forms of human excellence is complete.29 

So, we might not ever meet a phronimos, but since the concept of human 
fourishing can be fairly well defned, we will know what he should be 
like. And were we ever to encounter this individual, there would be little 
more to say – not because his perfection escapes our comprehension, but 
because it is already defned. We might marvel that he exists, but we will 
not be surprised by what he is like. 

But the things that inspire the greatest love and devotion are not like 
this. Our great loves – works of art, passion projects, friends, and romantic 
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interests – are not “perfect” or “ideal.” They elude complete comprehen-
sion because they ft no mold. They are continuously able to surprise us, 
and we are always uncertain about what to expect from them, what we 
might fnd next, and how we might respond. And that is part of their ap-
peal. When this is no longer true, when we can explain exactly what is 
good and worth loving about them, they sadly cease to charm.30 What is 
true about our great loves applies to an even greater degree to the objects 
of spiritual devotion. These objects do not just elude our understanding 
contingently – because we are not knowledgeable or sophisticated enough 
to know better – but because they are essentially infnite, mysterious, and 
unknowable. This is a way in which divine perfection, which points to 
something that is always beyond, is essentially diferent from human per-
fection, which can be articulated and known. Interest in divine perfection 
is inherently inexhaustible, whereas interest in human perfection runs out 
quickly. 

In terms of addressing the spirituality problem, the perfection of four-
ishing is “all too fnite.”31 The perfection of fourishing is limited and 
fxed, unattainable perhaps, but knowable. Nothing that is so limited and 
unmysterious could be an object of spiritual love. While it is true that 
perfection is uncommon and extraordinary, the transcendent good of 
spirituality must be more than simply statistically anomalous or difcult 
to achieve. We need to feel that there is something more, something be-
yond, something “more than this” – and not just in a quantitative way.32 

Moreover, the transcendent good needs to be a positive good, rather than 
an absence of bad. It should attract us with its astonishing brilliance, 
rather than daunt us with our defciencies. Thus, limited and fundamen-
tally unmysterious, the perfection of fourishing cannot be a source of 
spirituality.33 

None of what I have said here means that Aristotelian humanism does 
not capture something essential about moral life. Flourishing or, more spe-
cifcally, moral perfection is a worthy ideal. Though there are complexities 
to how to determine it, there is indeed such thing as human nature, and 
the virtues are excellences of being human. This ideal is also critical for 
the operation of normal moral life. We could not have moral education or 
moral progress without some determinate goal toward which to aspire, 
and the signifcance of virtuous role models cannot be underestimated. My 
point is only that human fourishing cannot be the transcendent good of 
secular spirituality. And since fourishing is the centerpiece of Aristotelian 
humanism, I conclude that Aristotelian humanism is unable to account 
for spirituality in moral life.34 This means that Aristotelian humanism, as 
it stands, is an incomplete ethical view. If the Aristotelian humanist wants 
to accommodate spirituality, she will need to look to another source, one 
that is not contained in the extant framework. 
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4. 

Those who are sympathetic to Nussbaum’s view will likely question my 
depiction of fourishing. I claim that human fourishing cannot elicit spirit-
ual love because it is a closed concept, one that is defned by limits and that 
does not aford novelty or surprise. However, some may defend fourishing 
as a worthy object of spirituality by asserting its openness and mystery in 
two ways. 

First, the Aristotelian may concede that plant or wolf fourishing is a 
closed concept, while holding that human fourishing, in particular, is not. 
This is because humans play a role in determining what counts as normal 
functioning, and the parameters of what counts as fourishing in a human 
being are subject to refnement and revision. Our conceptions of four-
ishing can and have changed as we come to gain a deeper appreciation 
of humanity. For instance, views on the natural diferences between men 
and women have undergone signifcant revision through history. We have 
come to see certain features as relevant to a proper conception of human 
fourishing, and others as not. So, childbearing, say, need not be essential 
for a woman to fourish. This revision has resulted in women doing things 
previously unimaginable, and that, alone, is a source of newness and sur-
prise. Indeed, the Aristotelian will say that it is important to subject our 
conceptions of human nature and human fourishing to critical scrutiny on 
occasion. In this way, we can see how the concept of human fourishing is 
fexible, open, and unlimited and, hence, allows for a signifcant degree of 
novelty and surprise. 

This objection is based on the shifting content of fourishing. That 
is to say, what we consider human fourishing – and human nature – is 
subject to change. However, the problem I have identifed is with the 
logic of fourishing, not any specifc view of what counts as fourishing 
in some particular society or historical era. Flourishing is derived from a 
concept of nature, and the concept of nature must have some stability in 
order to be meaningful. Remember that, on the Aristotelian view, nature 
is form or essence. Of course, it is true that our conceptions of human 
nature can change. But as soon as something’s nature gets defned with 
reasonable precision, we know what its fourishing is or ought to be. Not 
only is nature something’s form, but it is also that thing’s good.35 So, our 
conceptions of human fourishing in men and women have changed with 
a revised outlook on what features are most essential to human nature, 
and, as a result, there is a new way for women to be in society relative 
to other times. But the conception of human fourishing in a particular 
society is fxed, derivable with reasonable precision from its conception 
of human nature. The closed quality of the concept of fourishing is in-
trinsic, not accidental. Indeed, this is a good thing, since the notion of 
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perfection has a place in moral life: we need to have some stable concep-
tion of fourishing for the sake of moral education and personal develop-
ment. My only claim is that this good does not adequately address the 
spirituality problem. 

A second objection now arises. Even if the conception of human four-
ishing is more or less stable, how it is instantiated will difer depending 
on context and situation. Accordingly, the Aristotelian might object that 
the concept of fourishing can accommodate novelty in specifc contexts. 
Flourishing is a formal concept, and the exact ways in which people em-
body it can be novel and surprising. The virtuous person will often be put 
into new situations, which call for new applications of justice, honesty, 
loyalty, and so forth. Historical changes, technological developments, and 
cultural shifts call for new ways to inhabit the virtues. Thus, novelty and 
openness exist in the details of how some specifc conception of fourish-
ing is realized. The transcendent goodness of fourishing is not seen in the 
phronimos considered as an abstract ideal, but rather in its embodiment 
in exceptional individuals. To experience the mystery and infnitude of 
human fourishing, we need to look at specifc instances. To this point, 
it seems signifcant that Nussbaum’s discussion of human transcendence 
relies heavily on examples. 

This objection asks for sensitivity and attunement to concrete individu-
als. Nussbaum’s examples of Pericles and Nehru are worthy of our ad-
miration, but they hardly elicit the sort of love that is associated with 
transcendent goodness. Nehru is described as a person who embraced 
his “lonely, fawed, needy” humanity, “trying his level best to cultivate a 
wide range of virtues.”36 Admirable, indeed, but not the sort of thing that 
quickens the heart. True, these individuals may have been more virtuous 
than any of their contemporaries. They applied virtues in novel ways and 
responded to unprecedented situations. But this is not the sort of nov-
elty and surprise that we expect from a transcendent good. They did not 
change our conceptions of the virtues or challenge our ways of living, at 
least not as Nussbaum describes them. They refected great ideals, while 
leaving them intact. There is nothing fundamentally new in what they did, 
and they did not surprise anyone. The newness and surprise that we expect 
from a transcendent good is a newness and surprise of form, not instantia-
tions of an already known form. 

In terms of resolving the spirituality problem, the Aristotelian faces an 
obstacle that has to do with the very logic of the concept of fourishing. 
Flourishing is based on an Aristotelian concept of nature, which is intrinsi-
cally closed and defned by limits. Aristotelian nature – as opposed to, say, 
the sublime, infnite nature of the Romantics – may be the basis of some 
positive feelings of delight or endearment, but not the sort of love and 
devotion that is associated with spirituality. 
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5. 

At this point, one might recall that Nussbaum spends a fair amount of time 
discussing athletic excellence, which she considers the “simplest, clearest 
case” of human transcendence. It is surely relevant that individuals such as 
Roger Federer and Michael Jordan are described as supernatural or, even, 
divine. David Foster Wallace famously likened watching Federer to a “re-
ligious experience”; Larry Bird attributed Jordan’s record-breaking playof 
performance to “God disguised as Michael Jordan.” Through such feats, it 
is said, the “sacred shines.”37 If Nussbaum is correct about such individu-
als, then we would have to admit that at least some exemplars of human 
fourishing can elicit a sort of spiritual response. And if that is correct, 
then the framework of Aristotelian humanism is not, as I have claimed, 
entirely unsuited to resolving the spirituality problem. Accordingly, one 
might think that the problem I have raised could be resolved with more 
inspiring examples of moral fourishing. 

But while I believe that great athletes do evoke something approximat-
ing spiritual experience, I deny that they are exemplars of human fourish-
ing. Human fourishing, as I have already noted, is physically exemplifed 
in terms of health. However, athletic greatness is decidedly not a function 
of health. While it is true that great athletes may be superior on many 
measures of health, there are also many measures on which they are the 
opposite. The stresses and strains of elite athletic competition, both mental 
and physical, pose real health risks. Broken bones, bloodied faces, torn 
ligaments, and psychological distress are hardly components of human 
fourishing. Some athletic greatness actually demands the development of 
non-ideal physiques in what would normally be considered to be hypertro-
phied musculature, hypermobility, and obesity. Contra Nussbaum, great 
athletes do not exemplify maximal fourishing, the “normal human life” 
in its most shining state, and they are not ideal human specimens who 
embody human nature “especially fully.” Their greatness is not adequately 
understood through the lens of fourishing, but something else completely. 

Nussbaum endeavors to carve out a sort of non-supernatural transcend-
ence by bringing attention to forms of human excellences that surpass “our 
ordinary humanity.”38 But in bringing great athletes into her discussion, 
she confates two logically distinct ways in which one can surpass ordinary 
humanity. Human fourishing surpasses our ordinary humanity insofar as 
it is an ideal that is rare and difcult to achieve. As Thompson rightly 
points out, “nobody’s perfect.”39 Thus, the (nearly) perfect human speci-
men, just as the (nearly) perfectly virtuous individual, stands out among 
ordinary people. On the other hand, athletic greatness surpasses ordinary 
humanity insofar as it exceeds all normal conceptions and ideals of hu-
man abilities. Great athletes use human capacities in astonishing, new, 
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and extraordinary ways, ways that go beyond what anyone previously 
imagined was humanly possible. They do not ft any preconceived ideal 
or standard. Instead, they “change the game,” as the colloquialism goes, 
altering our conceptions of human excellence and creating new aspirations 
in those who follow. Thus, while human fourishing may be considered a 
sort of transcendence, we should keep this sense of transcendence distinct 
from that exemplifed in athletic greatness. 

The moral analog to great athletes is not very virtuous people like Pericles 
and Nehru (at least as Nussbaum describes them), but rather people like So-
crates, Jesus, and Gandhi, who ft Robert Adams’s description of the saint: 

Saints, and especially the most interesting and attractive among 
them, are typically rough-edged and controversial characters, liable 
to quite reasonable and often serious criticism from various direc-
tions. What is wonderful about them is nothing so tame as a free-
dom from faults, but something much more positive – and much 
stranger…40 

Bracket the fact that saints are typically understood as fgures with reli-
gious signifcance. They are also human beings, and their greatness is con-
ceivable as a specifcally human achievement.41 Saints exemplify capacities 
for compassion, empathy, endurance, imagination, and so forth that go far 
beyond the normal or ideal. But they are compelling because they embody 
new ways to be good; they “envisage and do, and show others how to do, 
things that no one else had thought of doing.”42 They are utterly unique, 
and their achievements are inextricable from a certain degree of strange-
ness. Their greatness is a moral form of human transcendence, but it is not 
an example of human fourishing. 

Importantly, saints are a far cry from the anodyne, impersonal perfec-
tion of the phronimos. This does not mean that saints are not, in some 
sense, virtuous, just as athletes can be, in some sense, healthy. But it would 
not be correct to explicate their transcendence in terms of fourishing. They 
are not perfect, and they do not ft some ideal of what a good person is 
like. In addition to being very good, real saints are “eccentric” and “char-
ismatic,” “rough-edged and controversial.”43 They might be edgy, uncon-
ventional, rude, impatient, immoderate, or problematic in any number of 
ways. Just consider how Socrates’s arrogance and coldness often elicits our 
sympathy for his interlocutors. There is something repugnant about his 
ironic manner, even though it is inseparable from his alluring brilliance. 
Jesus was said to be an “exceptionally strange and powerful personality,” 
who consorted with sinners and outcasts and counseled behavior that has 
been criticized for being insufciently attuned to human needs.44 Gandhi’s 
teachings on nonviolence have been described as somehow inextricable 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Aristotelian Humanism 65 

from a “weird sort of life,” which included extreme views on sex and self-
mortifcation.45 Like great athletes, these people reshape how we conceive 
of what it means to be human. 

These examples show that what makes saints great cannot adequately 
be accommodated with the idea of fourishing. That is because fourishing 
is a sort of natural goodness, whereas great athletes and saints are freaks 
of nature. Not only are they non-ideal specimens, but they appear to be 
highly unusual accidents, not unlike Aristotle’s “man-headed calves.”46 

This sense is most familiar in sports heroes, who can give the appearance of 
near physical impossibility. Similarly, Adams notes that saints “expand the 
human repertoire, and in ways that may never seem entirely natural.”47 On 
the logic of fourishing, which assigns some degree of badness to everything 
that falls short of the human telos, these extreme individuals must there-
fore be bad. Nussbaum articulates this thought with the claim that “non-
naturalness is either a vice or inseparable from vice.”48 But this principle 
misses the possibility that the goodness of these individuals is precisely not 
natural or positively unnatural. Instead, these individuals present us with 
the prospect of an altogether new kind of goodness and, hence, a kind of 
human transcendence that is neither natural nor supernatural.49 

Thus, not only is Aristotelian fourishing not a form of transcendence 
that elicits spiritual love, but the framework of Aristotelian humanism, 
which is keyed to the logic of natural goodness, is not equipped to make 
sense of important forms of human transcendence that sometimes shine 
right before our eyes. The latter, exemplifed in great athletes and saints, 
is a non-natural transcendence, which is unaccountable within an Aristo-
telian framework that takes non-naturalness to be either a vice or insepa-
rable from vice.50 

6. 

If Aristotelian humanism is going to accommodate spirituality, it will be 
in terms similar to the ones Nussbaum has laid out – namely, through the 
notion of fourishing as the fullest actualization of humanity. I have argued 
that fourishing is, by its very logic, not an appropriate object of spir-
itual devotion because it is essentially defned in terms of limits. Moreover, 
the examples of human transcendence that plausibly do merit such love 
and devotion elude the conceptual framework of Aristotelian humanism. 
Thus, despite ofering genuine insights on the goodness of virtue, this view 
is unable to accommodate spirituality in moral life. 

This conclusion is not purely negative. The example of the saint shows 
that the “full development of the normal and natural is not the capstone 
of ethical aspiration.”51 Although it is indeed a worthy end, it is too con-
straining to limit ourselves to the normal, natural achievement of virtue. 
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Our highest ethical aspirations – our spiritual aspirations – must transcend 
not only ordinary humanity, but the natural strictures of human form. 
These aspirations are critical to sustaining a rich, imaginative, and spiritu-
ally fulflling relationship to moral life, even if most of us are unable to real-
ize them. The saint, whose imagination for goodness is unbounded by the 
normal and the natural, is inspired to go beyond the human form through 
his love of God. The challenge that faces the secularist is how to have such 
aspirations without believing in a “superhuman, transcendent Good.”52 

This challenge is ostensibly met by atheistic existentialism, which Sartre 
described as a form of humanism. Existentialists believe that morality is 
based on radical freedom. Freedom means that we are capable of deter-
mining ourselves independently and that we are not bound by any external 
constraints, including nature. We can choose our own values, ends, and 
purposes, and though natural goodness may be real, it is not dispositive in 
questions of human action. This view places full responsibility for moral-
ity in the hands of the individual. Many have seen in it an intensity and 
depth of feeling that borders on religious. Indeed, it is perhaps easier to see 
the saint as an existentialist than a phronimos. While I do not believe that 
existentialist humanism can ultimately resolve the spirituality problem, its 
themes of freedom and self-determination hold a great deal of appeal to 
secular humanists in the contemporary context. If only for that reason, it 
is a view worth considering. 
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4 Existentialist Humanism 

1. 

Represented by a wide range of thinkers and artists, existentialism was 
enormously infuential in the middle part of last century. This philosophi-
cal perspective represented an immediate response to the profound sense 
of disenchantment that took hold in the wake of two World Wars, the 
Holocaust, and the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.1 But its roots 
go further back to more general developments associated with modernity, 
such as the rise of scientifc materialism, the emergence of the central-
ized state, the advent of industrialization, and, of course, the weakening 
of religion. Thus, in his public lecture “Existentialism is a Humanism,” 
Jean-Paul Sartre proclaims that existentialism (or, at least, his brand of 
it) is “merely an attempt to draw all of the conclusions inferred from a 
consistently atheistic point of view.”2 What is meant by this is that the 
existentialist acknowledges that the world is bereft of meaning, design, or 
purpose. He accepts that there is no ultimate moral authority and no hope 
for cosmic justice. He recognizes that human existence has no set end and 
that there will be no redemption in the afterlife. And so he embraces the 
sense of alienation, loss, and despair felt by his contemporaries. The exis-
tentialist faces the bleakness of the world head on. 

Yet, the goal of Sartre’s lecture is to counter the popular misconcep-
tion that existentialism is pessimistic or gloomy. On the contrary, Sartre 
claims, existentialism is the most optimistic view because it is the only one 
that endows humans with dignity.3 That is to say, existentialism is a sort 
of humanism: 

This is humanism because we remind man that there is no legislator 
other than himself and that he must, in his abandoned state, make 
his own choices, and also because we show that it is not by turning 
inward, but by constantly seeking a goal outside of himself in the 
form of liberation, or of some special achievement, that man will 
realize himself as truly human.4 
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Existentialist humanism is based on a zealous commitment to individ-
ual freedom or autonomy. The central tenet of this perspective is “exist-
ence precedes essence.” On this view, humans are unlike any other beings 
in the world in having the ability to self-determine. We are, as Sartre says, 
“condemned to be free.”5 While we did not choose to be born, we exist. 
And insofar as we exist, we have freedom to decide who or what we will 
be. Thus, the self is “an ongoing, self-interpreting activity or process,” 
something that is continuously being created by each individual.6 There 
are no authorities to guide this process or templates to shape it, and no 
excuses for what one becomes. Accordingly, this view promotes a personal 
responsibility to think and act for ourselves. As Sartre sees it, the pessimis-
tic views are those that place our fate in the hands of divine authority or 
human nature – views, such as Aristotelian humanism, which prescribe 
a set human end. Such views deny human freedom and the possibility of 
self-determination. Only existentialist humanism points the way to living 
a life that is authentically and fully one’s own. 

This view does more than just promote optimism. Noreen Khawaja 
has recently called existentialism the “religion of existence” insofar as it is 
dedicated to carving out a meaningful life for human beings in a godless 
world. As Khawaja points out, “something about existential philosophy 
feels religious to its readers, even at its most atheistic pitch.”7 The feeling 
of religion can be attributed to what Mary Warnock describes as a “moral 
tone of voice” that suggests that “there is, if we will only face it, a deeper 
signifcance in what we do than we are ordinarily, in our unrefective state, 
prepared to allow.”8 Freedom is a form of human transcendence. It means 
that we are able to go beyond the limits of our situation to create our-
selves, to invent values and new ways of being. Thus, existentialism speaks 
to the same sorts of cravings as religion without assuming anything super-
natural. To those who feel the despair of a godless world, it ofers a way to 
inject a sense of seriousness, depth, and purpose into life. The existentialist 
insight is that the experience of transcendence can survive the loss of God 
because, even if He no longer exists, we are still free. 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore existentialist humanism as 
a potential answer to the spirituality problem. Although the existential-
ist movement has passed its heyday, there are reasons to think that this 
view still appeals to people in Western societies, for the contemporary 
landscape is, in many ways, saturated with existentialist ideas. Freedom, 
choice, and decision are deeply valued in today’s culture. People want to 
be individuals and crave authenticity; they are suspicious of traditional 
norms and artifcial conventions that limit and promote conformity. And 
the idea that each person is responsible for self-creation, often expressed 
through the careful cultivation of social media accounts, resonates with 
large segments of the population. Admittedly, these ideas are somewhat 
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facile in their present state. The fact that “freedom,” “individuality,” and 
“authenticity” are buzz words used to sell everything from fast food to 
footwear indicates a perversion of existentialist themes that Sartre would 
want no part of.9 Nevertheless, their appeal suggests that existentialism 
ofers promising prospects for addressing the spirituality problem. 

My discussion begins with a brief sketch of the existentialist view of 
spiritualized morality. This overview is based primarily on Sartre’s depic-
tion of moral choice. While Sartre does not speak for all existentialists, his 
account captures what I take to be a compelling, if somewhat caricatured, 
picture of moral choice in a godless universe. On the existentialist view, 
each person is responsible for creating her own morality, a burden that is 
also the ground of spiritual fulfllment. I then raise two, interrelated objec-
tions to the existentialist picture. The frst, which draws on Iris Murdoch 
and Charles Taylor, claims that the existentialist view is morally trivial. 
The second, which appeals to Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Dorrance Kelly, 
claims that the existentialist view is humanly unlivable. The objections 
show that existentialism ultimately fails to resolve the spirituality problem 
because it is unable to accommodate the need for obedience to some good 
outside of the self. 

2. 

Existentialist humanism has signifcant ethical implications, though it is 
not so easy to say what, exactly, they are. Generally speaking, this view 
denies the existence of objective, universal norms, whether based on God’s 
command, nature, or rationality, as illusions. This denial has led some 
to claim that existentialism has no substantial morality or, even, that it 
supports a kind of immoralism.10 But it is possible to see in this view a 
morality that revolves around the idea of freedom. As Simone de Beauvoir 
puts it, “to will oneself moral and to will oneself free are one and the same 
decision.”11 Accordingly, existentialist morality does not consist in any 
particular dictums or principles, but rather in realizing one’s capacity to 
create value. This freedom also accounts for what one might consider the 
spirituality of existentialist thought. This section briefy lays out the con-
tours of such an account. 

How does the existentialist conceive of the relationship between free-
dom and morality? On this view, freedom does not mean that we can do 
or choose absolutely anything. An individual is only free within a par-
ticular situation, and there are facts about the world that present certain 
constraints on action.12 For example, we are biological creatures that need 
certain things in order to live, we fnd ourselves situated in social, cultural, 
and historical contexts that aford certain possibilities and preclude others, 
and we are bound by decisions and actions that we have already made and 
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taken.13 However, within those constraints, we are able to choose what to 
do and who to be, and in so choosing, we are creating values. For example, 
when a person gets married or has children, she chooses one possibility 
among others. In so doing, she is, in efect, asserting the value of marriage 
or family. She does not choose marriage or family because it is good prior 
to her choice. Rather, things in the world have values, make demands, lay 
down expectations, and so forth only because one endorses those values, 
demands, and expectations. To regard those norms as objectively good in-
dependent of one’s acts of self-creation is an example of bad faith or inau-
thenticity; it is a way of attributing power to things that are in fact within 
one’s own power. One sees oneself and others as determined, whether by 
nature or circumstances, to be certain ways and do certain things. Feeling 
like there is no choice, the inauthentic person avoids grappling with her 
own freedom and taking responsibility for her action. However, the indi-
vidual is “the one fnally who makes the values exist in order to determine 
his actions by their demands.”14 This is true whether one recognizes it 
or not. 

Thus, existentialist humanism emphasizes personal responsibility for 
making morality. A person must recognize that, in choosing to act one 
way rather than another, she is creating value. And she must recognize 
that, in creating value, she is creating value “for all men.”15 She is es-
sentially afrming through her choices that some course of action is good 
for all people in that situation. Her choices and actions have universal 
signifcance, and she is responsible for all the consequences that follow 
from them. So, in getting married or having children, a person is never 
simply acting for herself. She is, instead, making a decision with profound 
political and social implications for all people in society, including those 
who are prohibited from marrying, children who lack families, and so on. 
Failure to appreciate this is another form of bad faith. 

In judging the morality of a particular decision, what matters most is 
not the course of action one takes, but the principle behind it. Sartre il-
lustrates this point using the example of two similarly situated women 
who make what appear to be completely opposed choices.16 Both are in 
love with engaged men. One chooses to renounce her love in the name of 
solidarity and respect for the institution of marriage; the other chooses to 
pursue her love for the higher good of passion. Sartre sees these decisions 
as both moral, and, in fact, morally equivalent. In each case, the woman 
recognizes and exercises her freedom to determine values. Her choice ex-
presses a principle that she afrms “for all men,” and she would live ac-
cording to this free commitment even if she ended up on the opposite side 
of circumstances. Her commitment to the institution of marriage or pas-
sion transcends the particular details of her person. In contrast, Sartre ima-
gines the same actions being taken for diferent reasons – renouncing love 
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out of fear of social judgment or pursuing love out of lust. These actions or 
choices lack any moral quality because they are not executed in the name 
of freedom. Rather, the person feels bound by an external constraint – 
societal expectations or irresistible sexual desires – that determines her 
actions. This person acts in bad faith because she fails to acknowledge her 
freedom to decide. Insofar as she fails to take responsibility for her free-
dom, she is a moral failure. 

The spirituality of existentialist humanism is based in the conscious 
devotion to exercising freedom and the profound power it accords us. As 
a formal capacity to choose and act, freedom is not, like God or the Good, 
a transcendent good in the traditional sense. Although it can be described 
as infnite, it has no essential nature or form. Indeed, the whole point of 
existentialist humanism is that no such good exists – and that is itself the 
opportunity for a diferent kind of spiritual aspiration based in freedom. 
Existentialism calls upon each of us to be heroes of a sort – “ready to sur-
vive mid-air,” “noble enough to live with emptiness, and strong enough 
to choose a course which [we are] even ready to die for.”17 The undertak-
ing is daunting, but also not without consolation. The sort of spiritual 
exhilaration that is available to the existentialist is captured by Nietzsche’s 
description of the “free spirit”: 

Indeed, we philosophers and “free spirits” feel, when we hear the 
news that “the old god is dead,” as if a new dawn shone on us; 
our heart overfows with gratitude, amazement, premonitions, ex-
pectation. At long last the horizon appears free to us again, even if 
it should not be bright; at long last our ships may venture out again, 
venture out to face any danger; all the daring of the lover of knowl-
edge is permitted again; the sea, our sea, lies open again; perhaps 
there has never yet been such an “open sea.”18 

Through exercising the freedom to create value, each of us is able to 
transcend our situations and take on a role traditionally ascribed to God, 
the Creator: “to be man means to reach toward being God. Or if you pre-
fer, man fundamentally is the desire to be God.”19 This aspiration is at the 
core of the existentialist’s “religion of existence.” 

Existentialist morality is thus infused with a sense of spiritual mission. 
Based on the principle of freedom, it opposes the easy and all-too-common 
temptations of bad faith and thoughtlessness. In urging us to take full re-
sponsibility for the creation of value, it calls upon us to stake our whole 
lives and those of others on our decisions. This requires an inordinate 
amount of honesty about what one’s choices mean, as well as courage 
to face how they impact the whole of humanity. When every decision is 
potentially the creation of value, the scope of morality quickly expands to 
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the whole of life. And when it implicates the fate of humanity, morality 
becomes profoundly consequential.20 Existentialist humanism thus ofers 
an experience – an “intensifcation of life” that is modeled, consciously or 
not, on a model of religious conversion as a “deepening” of one’s com-
mitments through thought and action.21 Its vision of moral life is a far cry 
from the “don’t care” mood and the milquetoast morality feared by James. 
Existentialist humanism promotes the morality of heroes. It is not difcult 
to see it as a response to the spirituality problem. 

3. 

While a resolution to the spirituality problem might change one’s concep-
tion of morality, it should not do so beyond recognition. In “The Idea 
of Perfection,” Iris Murdoch shows how the existentialist view violates 
common sense about morality. She claims that the “ideal situation” in 
morality is not free choice, but “something very much more like ‘obedi-
ence’.”22 In aspiring to be moral, one aims to conform to a kind of neces-
sity, which pertains to what must be done or chosen because it is good, 
right, just, kind, honest, and so forth. Closely related to concepts such as 
“must” or “ought,” the concept of necessity is familiar in moral life, and 
it is critical to the phenomenology of moral experience. The act of assist-
ing someone in need or respecting a person one disagrees with, say, feels 
like a response to an external demand rather than an individual decision; 
it seems like something that must be done. This sense of necessity accounts 
for the seriousness that we associate with moral life, and the appropriate 
response is obedience. Insofar as existentialist morality fails to account 
for the importance of obedience to demands one did not choose, it misses 
an essential feature of moral life. If this is correct, it cannot resolve the 
spirituality problem. 

Of course, Sartre denies the existence of necessity in moral choice. We 
might feel the pressure of “must” and “ought,” but there is nothing, he 
thinks, that we must do or choose. This is the lesson of what he calls 
“abandonment,” which he spells out in the following way: 

There could no longer be any a priori good, since there would be 
no infnite and perfect consciousness to conceive of it. Nowhere is 
it written that good exists, that we must be honest or must not lie, 
since we are on a plane shared only by men. Dostoevsky once wrote: 
“If God does not exist, everything is permissible.” This is the starting 
point of existentialism.23 

As Sartre notes here, the force of moral necessity, of “musts” and 
“oughts,” is traditionally attributed to divine command. However, he 
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denies the existence of a divine commander, and he thinks that secular 
attempts to reinstate a sense of necessity through the assertion of a pri-
ori values or rules are simply ad hoc ways to avoid facing that reality.24 

Commandments make no sense without a commander.25 Sartre illus-
trates the concept of abandonment with the example of a student who is 
torn between joining the Resistance and staying with his mother.26 The 
student has reasons for both courses of action, but there is no necessity – 
no “must” or “ought” – in either choice. Between the two options, he 
is totally free to decide, which means he must create or invent a law for 
himself. Sartre compares the student’s choice to the creation of a work 
of art: there is nothing, he says, that an artist ought to paint and no a 
priori rules for what a painting must look like.27 The point of the com-
parison is that there is no more necessity in moral choice than there is 
in art.28 

However, Murdoch’s conception of necessity does not refer to anything 
that could be known a priori. On the contrary, it is known through “atten-
tion,” or the “just and loving gaze directed upon an individual reality.”29 

This gaze is not the neutral observation of science, and the truth that it 
yields is not available to just anyone. Rather, attention demands efort, 
sensitivity, compassion, and imagination; it requires a person to set aside 
her own interests and needs to appreciate the full and particular reality 
of another. A person who attends to things achieves “a refned and hon-
est perception of what is really the case, a patient and just discernment 
and exploration of what confronts one, which is the result not simply of 
opening one’s eyes but of a certainly perfectly familiar kind of moral disci-
pline.”30 This sort of attention takes time. It is the prelude to knowledge, 
and it is itself a moral achievement.31 It is also, she thinks, required for 
moral action. Someone who fully attends to a situation knows what needs 
to be done; all that is left to do is to act accordingly. That is what obedi-
ence means. 

Indeed, in what might be seen as a direct rebuttal to Sartre, Murdoch 
claims that obedience to necessity is something that “any artists will read-
ily understand.”32 Although there are no a priori rules for art, there is a 
standard that exists beyond the artist’s decisions. That standard is reality 
or the way the world is, and it would not be a stretch to say that the artist 
must obey it insofar as she strives to render her subject in a faithful way. 
Arguably, this is what all artists seek. Even if their subject is a matter of 
personal experience, the goal is to be truthful to something real. If one is 
a good artist, novelty and imagination are brought in service to this end. 
(Bad art, which Murdoch labels the product of “self-consoling fantasy,” 
refects nothing more than the will of its creator.33) This means that, in de-
picting reality, good art will not all look the same. But all of it brings us to 
see things in a new light and shows the world for what it really is. It is the 
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product of obedience to necessity, since it refects goods and oughts that 
were not products of a free act of the will. 

So while Sartre may be correct that moral choices do not proceed ac-
cording to a priori rules and that there are no divine authorities, the moral 
person, like an artist, might still seek necessity. In making moral choices, 
she seeks to discern what is good or what must be done truthfully and 
to respond appropriately. This should not be taken to mean that there is 
only one way to adjudicate any given moral dilemma or that every similar 
moral situation will be resolved in the same way. Like good art, moral 
choice yields diferent results depending on the particularities of each situ-
ation. Flexibility, innovation, and creativity are key, though these qualities 
are not deployed to express or actuate one’s personal wishes. They are 
instead brought in the service of meeting a standard beyond oneself, to 
which the appropriate attitude is obedience. This sense of obedience does 
not undermine one’s personal responsibility. On the contrary, it expands 
it, as one is responsible not just for one’s actions, but also for one’s habits 
of attention. That is to say, we are responsible for how we see the world 
and the moral challenges it poses; we are responsible for being able to 
discern what is necessary. 

That is, of course, not always easy to do. It is not always clear what a 
situation demands. Sometimes we are forced to choose between incompat-
ible courses of action with little sense of what we ought to do. And it is 
worth pointing out that it is exactly cases like that – should the student 
stay with his mother or join the Resistance? – that make Sartre’s picture 
of moral choice seem credible. These situations induce a sense of paral-
ysis because reality seems to ofer no clear directive. Indeed, we might 
add, only those who pay close attention are capable of even appreciating 
such dilemmas. Someone less sensitive to the nuances of the situation than 
the conficted student would likely have been more decisive. Thus, Sartre 
thinks that uncertainty about what to do forces us to create values through 
our choices. 

But as Charles Taylor points out, moral dilemmas only make sense if 
we are torn between visions of value that precede our choices.34 On the 
one hand, the student thinks that loyalty and flial piety are necessary, and 
he would feel wretched by being disloyal. On the other hand, he thinks one 
must have the courage to stand up to evil, and he would be ashamed to 
be cowardly. In seeing a potential action as loyal or disloyal or as coura-
geous or cowardly, the student is responding to an external reality laden 
with values. These evaluations exist within a “horizon of evaluation” or 
moral perspective, in which there is a diference between noble and base 
or higher and lower that the student did not himself create. The evalua-
tions are not themselves the products of radical choice, though there is a 
choice to be made – one might even say, a radical choice – between them.35 
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We could say that the student decides which necessity to obey, and for 
that, he must take responsibility. He is responsible, for instance, for be-
ing able to explain his choice and to articulate the values it expresses, and 
he is responsible for refecting on those values so as to confrm or even 
disconfrm their legitimacy.36 But he is not responsible for the creation of 
value itself. 

In contrast, Taylor suggests that the existentialist hero – a person who 
really did make moral choices without a sense of necessity – would ap-
pear disturbingly shallow. This gives us a more precise way of articulating 
why the existentialist conception of morality seems so lacking. Without 
the backing of antecedent values, the existentialist’s choices could regis-
ter nothing more than preferences or, perhaps, something even less than 
that. This individual would be what Taylor calls a “simple weigher,” 
who can say nothing about his decisions besides the fact that he felt like 
it.37 As a decider, he could feel no sense of real regret, since he would not 
have experienced any sacrifce of value. The road not taken would simply 
have been an option that he did not choose, not a value whose deser-
tion leaves some moral residue. And he would have no substantive way 
to compare his options or to explain the evaluative superiority of the 
road he did take. Indeed, it is unclear that he would even be capable of 
recognizing a moral dilemma in any deep sense of the term. In this light, 
the existentialist’s heroism appears quite small. As Taylor explains, his 
moral decisions would be qualitatively no diferent than selecting pas-
tries of a dessert tray. Untethered to any external sense of necessity, his 
creativity comes of as shallow and trivial. And in asserting his choices 
as applicable “to all men,” it is hard not to think that he takes himself a 
bit too seriously. 

The existentialist hero does not, then, embody a picture of moral agency 
that coheres with common experience. His failure to appreciate the weight 
of necessity and the importance of obedience undermines the notion that 
he has a serious relationship to morality. On the contrary, his relationship 
to morality seems quite shallow, which makes the heroic intensity with 
which he approaches moral choice seem delusional and self-aggrandizing. 
If this is the most that existentialist humanism can ofer us, it does not de-
serve to be considered a real option for resolving the spirituality problem. 

4. 

A second, related objection to existentialist humanism is provided by 
Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Dorrance Kelly. In All Things Shining, the au-
thors take a broad perspective on the infuence of existentialist views in 
modern life. The aim of their book is to help people fnd meaning in a secu-
lar age. While the authors are not particularly interested in morality, their 
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argument has bearing on our concerns. For it suggests that a sense of obe-
dience to external necessity is critical for the very possibility of sustained 
human agency. In essence, their argument shows that the existentialist vi-
sion of a spiritualized morality is not just morally shallow, but ultimately 
unlivable for human beings. 

Dreyfus and Kelly’s argument take form through a discussion of the 
novelist David Foster Wallace, whom they depict as engaged in what 
could be described as a life-long struggle to realize the spirituality of the 
existentialist hero. On their view, Wallace was uniquely attuned to the 
sadness of the modern secular age, which originates in what they call 
the “burden of choice” – or what Sartre would see as the responsibility 
of freedom – that confronts people today.38 He rued the fact that he and 
his generation failed to inherit any “meaningful moral values” and, like 
a good existentialist, took it upon himself to fll the void.39 Believing that 
the “sole possibility for meaning…is found in the strength of the indi-
vidual will,” he tried to cultivate control over how and what he thought.40 

He thought that meaning could come from any activity as long as one is 
“conscious and aware enough to choose what [one pays] attention to and 
to choose how [one constructs] meaning from experience.”41 This means 
that a community of IRS examiners skilled in the art of thought control 
could fnd ecstatic bliss in the soul-crushing boredom of checking tax 
returns day in and day out.42 And it means that, through the sheer force 
of will, it is possible to “experience a crowded, hot, slow, consumer-hell 
type of situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fre with the same 
force that made the stars: love, fellowship, the mystical oneness of all 
things deep down.”43 

The authors make clear that they think that Wallace, who committed 
suicide at age forty-six, failed in the endeavor, though they do not attrib-
ute his failure to weakness. The problem is alleged to be the existentialist 
idea of freedom that he tried to realize. Wallace believed in the spiritual 
promise of an “infnite freedom” to create meaning out of anything, such 
that there are “literally no constraints whatsoever to the meaning we can 
construct for our experiences.”44 Infnite freedom is the freedom to give 
meaning to one’s experiences without a sense of necessity, or what needs 
to be done or chosen because it is antecedently meaningful, worthwhile, 
or good. According to Dreyfus and Kelly, the problem is that such free-
dom is “impossible” for a human being; it is “the freedom of a god, a 
freedom no mortal life can sustain.”45 A person might be able to live with 
this freedom for a while, but it is ultimately unlivable for a human be-
ing. Thus, despite his best eforts, Wallace was unable to achieve infnite 
freedom and its promise of spiritual fulfllment. On their view, his failure 
was caused not by weakness, but by “the deep and abiding humanness in 
his spirit.”46 
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Dreyfus and Kelly are not explicit about what, exactly, it is about hu-
manness that makes infnite freedom unsustainable. Extrapolating from 
their discussion, I suggest that the difculty comes from the fact that our 
agency is truth-directed. It matters to us that our decisions and choices rest 
on some external necessity outside of us. We crave a kind of legitimacy or 
appropriateness that can only be conferred by the world. This is an ex-
pression of our capacity to refect on ourselves and to recognize truth and 
error. We want to get things right in our decisions, not just to have them 
be ours. If all that mattered to a person is what he decided, there would 
be no need to make claims of meaning or value, claims which ostensibly 
aim at some objectivity or truth. A person who tried to live out choices 
grounded only in infnite freedom, who took himself to be inventing mean-
ing and value with no constraints at all, cannot be assured that they have 
any external legitimacy. All he can say for certain is that they refect his 
personal fat. Most people would fnd this unsettling; they need more rea-
son to believe that their choices are legitimate. It matters to them that their 
actions and decisions are appropriately ftted to the world and supported 
by external reality. Living out a commitment to choices that are backed by 
nothing more than their freedom would require a level of confdence that 
no normal human can have. 

What is true in general about meaning and value is even truer with 
respect to spiritual meaning and value. The desire to hit on the truth is 
particularly acute for spiritual devotion, the whole point of which is to be 
in contact with – I would even say, to “obey” – ultimate reality. However 
passionately or intensely a person felt, this devotion would be entirely 
undermined by learning that the object of one’s devotion was false or 
empty. Moreover, unlike other activities, spirituality has little to no ex-
trinsic or material benefts in the world. Even if examining tax returns 
were an intrinsically meaningless activity, it still could be a way to make 
a living. But outside of itself, spirituality is good for nothing. Wrongly 
directed spiritual devotion is thus especially costly for a person, and the 
recognition that one is fallible is a key motivator in seeking validation. 
As Dreyfus and Kelly explain, this is why “sacred communities” are so 
important: “The sense that one is joined with one’s fellow human beings 
in the celebration of something great reinforces the sense that what one 
is celebrating really is great.”47 The experience of others ofers additional 
confrmation that one’s agency is directed at the right things. While such 
confrmation is certainly not foolproof, it is highly desirable for fnite 
knowers like us, who have limited perspectives and experiences. It is per-
haps no accident that Wallace depicted his spiritual tax examiners as part 
of a community. 

Thus, the life of the existentialist hero is not just morally shallow. 
A life centered on infnite freedom is unsustainable, because we have a 
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deep-seated need for our values to be legitimate. The only way to meet this 
need is to accede to the demands of external necessities, which precede the 
act of the individual will. But this is what existentialists reject. In so doing, 
they reject the very grounds on which we might hope for redemption. 

5. 

I conclude that the spirituality of existentialist humanism presents some-
thing of a mirage. The prospect of the existential hero, who takes responsi-
bility for creating value in a godless world, has some appeal. It is certainly 
a way to take moral choice seriously. However, moral life involves more 
than making choices. It involves recognizing goods and values that precede 
our choices and that are not of our own making, goods and values that 
bind us with necessity and demand our obedience. Insofar as it is blind to 
such goods, the existentialist approach to morality is shallow, and while 
this approach might ofer some consolation in a godless world, it is ulti-
mately unsustainable for a normal human being. In the words of one critic, 
there is “a sort of heroism in this attitude, but very little humanity.”48 

But though the existentialist does not take the existence of external 
values into proper consideration, we should not lose sight of what made 
his view so appealing in the frst place. The existentialist conception of inf-
nite freedom refects the ethical aspiration to transcend beyond the normal 
and the natural. This aspiration, which is properly described as spiritual, 
is not merely a matter of conformity to an ideal of human fourishing, 
compliance with moral principles, or anything else of that sort. The exis-
tentialist’s failure to deliver a spiritualized morality does not mean that the 
aspiration to transcend the natural is misguided, but rather that it cannot 
come from personal fat alone. Our spiritual aspirations are not a mat-
ter of grit and resolve, but inspiration. They are conjured by something 
outside of ourselves that is breathtaking and worthy of reverence. These 
aspirations must be realized in obedience to a higher good. In short, for the 
kind of spiritualized morality we seek, it is necessary to submit to a sacred 
reality that is greater than the self. 

Between Aristotelianism and existentialism, the challenge facing the 
secularist comes into better view. Nature embodies the necessity of per-
fection but lacks the spiritual quality of infnitude, while freedom ofers 
the spiritual quality of infnitude but lacks the necessity of a perfection. 
The secularist who seeks a spiritualized morality toggles between these 
two options – something too mundane to support spiritual love and 
something too empty to support a serious morality. Given this, it is un-
derstandable why one would be skeptical of the prospects for a secular 
resolution to our problem, for it seems that the only thing that could get 
both spiritual uplift and moral necessity is a supernatural perfection: “it 
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is no accident that expansions of the repertoire of human virtue have 
so often been associated with aspiration and devotion directed toward a 
superhuman, transcendent Good”49 And to this point, it is worth noting 
that Murdoch, Taylor, Dreyfus, and Kelly – each, in his or her own way, 
attuned to the spirituality problem – are all theists of a sort. Taylor is a 
traditional Christian. Murdoch, as we have seen, advocates for a neo-
Platonism based on a supersensible Good or perfection that retains all 
the essential characteristics of God. And Dreyfus and Kelly argue for a 
polytheism that is modeled after the worldview of Homer. Unfortunately, 
these views are forms of religion or, at least, refned religion, and for that 
reason, they must be seen as options of last resort for a secularist. To put 
it rather crudely, they all require one to believe in the existence of some 
perfect being or beings that are unaccounted for in the regular inventory 
of the natural world. Most secularists will fnd this proposition difcult, 
if not impossible, to accept. 

But while the spiritualized morality of theists is centered on a perfec-
tion, perhaps that of secularists need not be. What if it were possible to not 
see things in the light – or the shadow – of perfection? This, it seems to me, 
is the possibility we fnd in the thought of Confucius. Roughly contempo-
raneous with Socrates, Confucius lived during a particularly violent and 
turbulent period of Chinese history. I would not say that he confronted 
the spirituality problem per se, but he did face something similar, for it 
seemed to him that, despite numerous pretensions to moral refnement and 
rectitude, almost no one among his contemporaries even cared to be good. 
Confucius sought to bring people back to goodness through awareness of 
the “one vast, spontaneous and Holy Rite” that is human life itself.50 The 
consciousness he sought to instill does not require belief in the existence of 
perfect or divine beings. Instead, he fnds freedom and necessity in the so-
cial world of culture and community. This moral perspective, which is still 
very much alive in East Asian societies today, draws on many assumptions 
and sensibilities that are foreign to the modern West, and I do not think it 
can be adopted by Western secularists wholesale. But it is possible to learn 
from it. Above all, it provides just enough leverage to see things anew and 
to catch a glimpse of a sort of non-supernatural, but transcendent form 
of goodness that, while not perfect, might be just great enough to inspire 
spiritual love and devotion. 
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5 Confucian Humanism 

1. 

Since Jesuits frst made contact with China in the 17th century, Western at-
titudes toward the Chinese have contained a mix of puzzlement, suspicion, 
and admiration. Mutual understanding has not come easily, if at all, and 
this is so particularly on the topic of religion. Aspects of Chinese life, such 
as the practice of ancestor worship and a belief in the existence of ghosts 
and spirits, seemed amenable to religion. But the Chinese also evinced 
a distinctively pragmatic, even transactional, approach to religious mat-
ters that indicated a failure to internalize what the proselytizers regarded 
to be the right sorts of attitudes and beliefs.1 The American missionary 
A. H. Smith, having spent ffty-four years in China, explained the difculty 
by attributing to the Chinese an “absolute indiference to the profound-
est spiritual truths in the nature of man” and a “ready acceptance of a 
body without a soul, of a soul without a spirit, of a spirit without life, of 
a cosmos without a cause, a Universe without God.”2 The verdict, harsh 
but not exactly wrong, speaks to a tendency in Chinese thought that has 
been noted by scholars and non-scholars alike.3 Religion has simply had a 
weaker hold on the Chinese imagination than it has had on the West. The 
Chinese never sought creation myths, which are the foundation of many 
religious creeds. And spirits and ghosts are conceived as parts of nature 
rather than supernatural phenomena.4 Given all this, it is not surprising 
that modern sociological studies consistently identify China as one of the 
most atheistic countries in the world.5 

More importantly, Chinese morality was never intertwined with reli-
gion in the way it has been in the West. This, too, has struck observers. 
James Bruce, the 8th Earl of Elgin, describes Chinese morality with a tone 
that is, at once, both admiring and patronizing: 

When the barriers which prevent free access to the interior of the 
country shall have been removed, Christian civilization of the West 
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will fnd itself face to face not with barbarism, but with an ancient 
civilization in many respects efete and imperfect, but in others not 
without claims to our sympathy and respect. In the rivalry which 
will then ensue, Christian civilization will have to win its way among 
a sceptical and ingenious people, by making it manifest that a faith 
which reaches to heaven furnishes better guarantees for public and 
private morality than one which does not rise above the earth.6 

Speaking in the mid-19th century, Bruce is responding to what might 
be called an ancient tradition of Chinese humanism. Some scholars trace 
the emergence of humanistic thought among the Chinese to the begin-
ning of the Zhou dynasty (11th century, B.C.E.), when the infuence of 
religion began to decline.7 But it is Confucius (trad. 551–479 B.C.E.) who 
is credited with “[bringing] Chinese humanism to its climax,” and it is 
Confucian morality that is the subject of Bruce’s remarks.8 The Analects, 
which is a record of Confucius’s conversations with students, contain the 
outlines of a moral perspective that is focused squarely on questions of 
human conduct with little to no appeal to anything supernatural or divine. 
As Confucians see it, virtue is realized through learning (xue) and cultural 
refnement (wen). They looked to an inherited ancient Zhou tradition as a 
template for living, and their primary objective was to bring people back 
to this way (dao), a project that involved the study and practice of tradi-
tional culture and customs (li). Based on this description, one could make 
the case that Confucian humanism represents a viable, non-religious ap-
proach to morality. 

But while Confucianism might be viewed as promoting a sort of secu-
lar morality, it does not seem very promising for resolving the spiritual-
ity problem. A signifcant portion of the Analects is concerned with what 
many would dismiss as mere matters of etiquette. We learn, for instance, 
that Confucius would contract his body slightly when entering the gate 
of the Duke, never wear reddish-black or maroon for informal dress, and 
only leave events after all the elderly people had left.9 He would not sit 
on a mat unless it was straight or talk after he had gone to bed, and he 
would bow before, rather than after, ascending the dais to meet the ruler.10 

Accordingly, many have seen the Analects as providing “an empirical, hu-
manist, this-worldly teaching” that lays out the rules of good behavior.11 

Much of this may have been good advice to people in the day, but those 
looking for more spiritual sustenance are likely to be disappointed. Hegel 
was particularly unimpressed with its “speculative” potential: 

We have conversations between Confucius and his followers in 
which there is nothing defnite further than a common-place moral 
put in the form of good, sound doctrine, which may be found as 
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well expressed and better, in every place and amongst every people. 
Cicero gives us De Ofciis, a book of moral teaching more compre-
hensive and better than all the books of Confucius. He is hence only 
a man who has a certain amount of practical and worldly wisdom – 
one with whom there is no speculative philosophy. We may conclude 
from his original works that for their reputation it would have been 
better had they never been translated.12 

To add insult to injury, De Ofciis is not a particularly impressive book. 
But it is rooted in the metaphysically and theologically ambitious ground 
of Stoic philosophy, whereas nothing comparable can be said for Confu-
cius or the Analects. 

Nevertheless, it would be hasty to dismiss Confucian spirituality out 
of hand. While Confucius does not expound on speculative topics, his 
teachings are littered with remarks that one would hardly expect from a 
“common-place moral.” He says, for instance, that truly good people are 
distinguished, above all, by their capacity to love and to take joy in good-
ness, and he asserts the power of their virtue to inspire virtuous behavior 
in everyone around them.13 He claims that moral progress culminates in 
the total freedom to follow the heart’s desires, and he describes moral 
goodness in terms of harmony with the whole world.14 These descriptions 
are more reminiscent of saints than mundane moralists, and we should 
take them as subtle intimations that some sort of spiritual fulfllment can 
be found in the midst of his humanist morality. More pointedly, the de-
scriptions suggest that Confucian humanism might embody precisely the 
sort of thing we seek to discover – namely, a kind of spiritualized morality 
that does not depend on religion. 

The purpose of this chapter is to tease out the outlines of this morality 
using the work of Herbert Fingarette, who credits Confucius with discov-
ering the “sacredness of the secular.” It is worth noting from the start that 
this discussion does not exactly parallel the discussions of Aristotelian and 
Existentialist humanisms. I will spend more time on exegesis and less time 
on critical discussion than in the previous chapters. My reason for this 
departure is twofold. First, I anticipate that Confucianism is less famil-
iar to most readers and, thus, requires more explanation than the other 
two views. Second, and more importantly, while I think that Confucian 
humanism suggests a promising approach to the spirituality problem, I do 
not think that it can be adopted by modern secularists without modifca-
tion. Although it will be useful to identify the obstacles to its adoption, 
critical discussion is only relevant once modifcations have been made. 
Thus, in teasing out the outlines of Confucian morality, my primary 
goal here is to extract insights that will be useful for advancing a reso-
lution to the spirituality problem that can speak to modern secularists. 
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These insights will be deployed in Part 3, where I advance and defend a 
view that draws heavily from Confucian thought. 

2. 

The spiritual dimension of Confucian thought is the subject of Herbert 
Fingarette’s 1972 groundbreaking study, Confucius: The Secular as Sa-
cred. Fingarette’s account is based on the Confucian conception of li. The 
word “li,” which is usually translated into English as “ritual,” originally 
denoted religious or sacrifcial ceremonies. But by the time of Confucius, it 
had come to refer to “the authentic tradition and reasonable conventions 
of society,” and a useful comparison for many li would be etiquette.15 Ac-
cordingly, li govern high ceremonial occasions such as funerals and the 
meetings of dignitaries, as well as the most ordinary moments of workaday 
life such as sitting, commuting, and eating meals. They stipulate propriety 
in both public and private life, in action, emotion, expression, gesture, tim-
ing, spacing, clothing, the use of implements, the organization of physical 
settings, and even sleep. Confucius holds that facility with li is morally 
necessary and that “restraining oneself and returning to ritual” constitutes 
moral goodness.16 According to Fingarette, his most profound insight is 
to see that, for this reason, they are also that by which human existence is 
made sacred or holy. Here, I briefy lay out the contours of this view. 

The Confucian view of li – subsequently referred to as “rituals” – 
depends on the assumption that morality is an intrinsically social phe-
nomenon. On this view, Goodness (ren), the highest human virtue, is an 
inherently social excellence, and morality is largely conceived in terms of 
“taking one’s place” within society.17 A society is not a mere collection 
of individuals, but a culturally unique system of living. No matter how 
primitive, every society is organized by distinct types of relationships and 
roles. Thus, the moral signifcance of rituals can be explained, in the frst 
place, through their function in facilitating social life. This function has 
been usefully described in two ways. First, rituals articulate the “chore-
ography” of social life.18 They coordinate how people relate to each other 
across various contexts and situations. Coordination of action is necessary 
so that people can accomplish their ends together. As such, they are that 
through which people can successfully take their place in society, such that 
a lord can be a lord, a minister a minister, a father a father, and a son a 
son.19 Second, rituals function as a kind of “cultural grammar” that ena-
bles people to communicate with each other.20 Like rules of grammar, these 
conventions are culturally specifc and arbitrary, but they are necessary to 
make oneself understood. So, the proper performance of ritual is a way 
that people can express love and respect, whereas failure to perform ritual 
can lead to grave misunderstanding. 
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In addition, rituals play a critical role in the formation of moral charac-
ter. Although they think that human beings are social by nature, Confucians 
believe that goodness is not possible without a great deal of instruction 
and “deliberate efort” (wei). Human nature contains impulses that both 
draw people together and pull them apart – love and attachment, as well 
as hatred, disgust, selfshness, and so forth – and that, left unchecked, tend 
toward social chaos.21 Thus, human nature must be shaped through a pro-
cess that is likened to “cutting,” “polishing,” “grinding,” and “carving.”22 

Xunzi, a Confucian of the 3rd century B.C.E., compares moral formation 
to bending a straight piece of wood into a wheel and fashioning a chunk 
of metal into a blade, and he identifes rituals as the primary implements 
in this undertaking: “li cuts of what is too long and extends what is too 
short” and “subtracts from what is excessive and adds to what is insuf-
fcient.”23 By imposing patterns of behavior upon natural impulses, rituals 
make a person pleasing to others and acceptable to society. Formalized 
expressions of gratitude, say, promote congeniality; codes that restrain 
selfsh impulses inhibit hostility. Through continued practice, one develops 
a second nature in which the rules of ritual have become internalized in 
everything one does, feels, and thinks. Eventually rituals cease being mere 
constraints or proddings on natural impulses, but forms of satisfaction 
and release that “nurture” desires and enable their satisfaction.24 

Thus far, the Confucian view does not do much more than advocate 
the importance of social codes of conduct. This explains why it might be 
considered “good, sound doctrine,” though it is also understandable why 
few would be spiritually moved by it. According to Fingarette, Confucius’s 
brilliance was to appreciate the “magical power” of ritual, which is so 
familiar that it can escape notice. Fingarette illustrates this power with the 
modern example of a handshake. A person can initiate an entire chain of 
events by simply raising his hand to another. The other person will sponta-
neously raise his hand to grasp the extended hand, make eye contact, and 
shake. This act can convey a world of subtle meaning – mutual respect, 
goodwill, warmth, indiference, or perfunctory acknowledgment – with 
almost no efort or coordination. Another example is making a request 
in the customary way. This ritual enables a person to accomplish her will 
without any force or efort on her part. She can, for instance, “magically” 
retrieve a book from the library by making a request of another person. 
Through rituals, people are able to efect changes in the world that go be-
yond their individual capacities. 

Thus, while rituals may appear trivial and superfcial, they have pro-
found signifcance: 

These complex but familiar gestures are characteristic of human re-
lationships at their most human: we are least like anything else in the 
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world when we do not treat each other as physical objects, as ani-
mals or even as subhuman creatures to be driven, threatened, forced, 
maneuvered. Looking at these “ceremonies” through the image of 
li, we realize that explicitly sacred rite can be seen as an emphatic, 
intensifed and sharply elaborated extension of everyday civilized 
intercourse.25 

Human beings are not mere animals, who accomplish their ends among 
others through natural impulses and drives. Instead, human interactions 
take the form of intercourse with “others as beings of equal dignity, as 
free coparticipants in li.”26 Rituals are “truly human patterns of mourn-
ing, marrying and fghting, of being a prince, a father, a son, and so on,” 
through which it is possible to be respectful, kind, courageous, honest, and 
so forth.27 Our natural impulses are formed or shaped by rituals, and by 
acting through them, we are able to relate to each other openly and trans-
parently as moral subjects.28 This is what it means to be civilized, and what 
distinguishes us from non-human animals. 

On Fingarette’s view, the Confucian promotion of cultural learning and 
social codes is not just a fat-footed moralism aimed at social harmony. It 
is, rather, part of a civilizing project that enables us to recognize each other 
as moral subjects and coparticipants in the “holy rite” of human commu-
nity.29 The parts of our lives that are “peculiarly human” are lived through 
ceremony.30 These rites are deemed secular because they are not based in a 
“mysterious appeasement of spirits external to human and earthly life.”31 

Instead, the holy and the sacred is found within human life itself, in the 
wondrous achievement of civilization. In this way, Confucian humanism 
might be said to embody a sort of spiritualized morality that is possible in 
a secular world. 

3. 

One might be skeptical of Fingarette’s use of terms such as “magic,” “sa-
cred,” or “holy.” To the degree that these words apply, they seem to be 
little more than metaphors. The sorts of social interactions he is describing 
exist well within the laws of nature, and we can account for them through 
sociological, anthropological, and even biological means. No one will 
deny that they shape our lives in profound and subtle ways, but it is dif-
fcult to see them as magical or holy. In terms of approximating the sacred, 
the foregoing description of morality does not difer much from a sort of 
Kantian humanism, which enjoins us to respect others as persons, or as 
ends in themselves rather than things.32 If we are to accept the Confucian 
view as a spiritualized morality, we need more than just a poetic redescrip-
tion of the rules of civilized interactions as sacred rites. 
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To appreciate the spirituality of Confucian morality, we need to under-
stand its relationship to dao. Though more often associated with Daoist 
thinkers, dao is one of the most fundamental, and mysterious, concepts 
of Confucian thought. The word simply means “way” or “path.” In this 
context, dao is not just any way or path, but the Way. As such, dao has 
come to be classifed as a sort of “ultimate,” not unlike God, in being the 
“most fundamentally real, valuable, or fulflling among all that there is 
or could be.”33 Fingarette claims that rituals are the “map or the specifc 
road-system” of dao.34 That is to say, dao is what diferentiates sacred rites 
from mere rules of conduct. 

Unfortunately, Confucians – seemingly on principle – do not provide a 
defnition of dao, and there is nothing approaching a scholarly consensus 
on its meaning.35 Worse, those who know best seem to think that we are 
poorly equipped to understand this concept. According to Robert Ames 
and Henry Rosemont, dao cannot be conceived through any of the typical 
categories of Western thought: 

Aristotle’s categories demand from us that experiences be factored 
into things, actions, attributes of things, and modalities of actions – 
nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Hence, our frst impulse in 
encountering the unfamiliar is to make such a determination. Dao 
becomes reifed and objectifed as “the dao.” Yet dao has as much 
to do with subject as it does with object, and as much to do with the 
subject’s quality of understanding as it does with the various aspects 
of the felt experience. Said another way, dao defes Aristotle’s catego-
ries, being all of them at once.36 

In a similar vein, François Jullien claims that dao defes Western un-
derstandings of being and becoming. Whereas the Greeks conceive of be-
coming in terms of the more fundamental concept of being, the Chinese 
concept of dao evokes pure becoming, or becoming without being.37 And 
Fingarette observes that dao upends Western assumptions about activity 
and goal-directedness: dao should not be conceived as a way or path that 
leads anywhere in particular or that aims at any particular goal; it is a way 
without an end or telos.38 

But though we cannot defne dao, we know that it is strongly norma-
tive. Fingarette describes dao as “the right Way of life, the Way of gov-
erning, the ideal Way of human existence, the Way of the Cosmos, the 
generative-normative Way (Pattern, path, course) of existence as such.”39 

This norm encompasses all things, both human and non-human. It does 
not exist separately from the world like God or a Platonic Form; it is not 
a perfection or an eternal ideal that can be articulated or known indepen-
dently of how things are. Rather, dao is immanent in all of reality: “There 
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is no norm that transcends reality…instead, normativity is constantly at 
work, which is what eternally controls the whole ‘fow’ of reality.”40 The 
normativity of dao should not be conceived as the “right” way as opposed 
to a “wrong” way. Similarly, we do not say of the only door in a window-
less room that it is the “right” way in or out. The door in that room is the 
only way.41 And dao is the only way of reality, the alternative to which is 
“disorder, chaos.”42 

Confucius claims that it is up to humans to “broaden” dao.43 To 
broaden a way is to make it more accessible or traversable. Since they 
participate in the fow of reality spontaneously or by nature, non-human 
animals and things do not need to broaden dao. But that is not the case 
for human beings, who are naturally both capable of and prone to acting 
in ways that are out of tune with the things around them. Humans access 
dao through rituals and culture, more generally. For instance, relation-
ships between parents and their ofspring exist by nature in humans and 
non-human animals alike. Whereas non-human parents and ofspring can 
follow their natural impulses, human parents and ofspring need the regu-
lation of rituals. Loving relationships between parents and children must 
be realized through rituals that make distinctions in actions, expectations, 
and responsibilities.44 In so many ways, culture brings human life into 
alignment with dao. Thus, Fingarette’s claim that rituals are the “map or 
the specifc road-system” of dao means that they bring us into alignment 
with ultimate reality.45 

Although Confucians do not think it common, this alignment is real-
ized in some exceptional people, such as the morally superior fgure of the 
junzi or “gentleman,” through the mastery of ritual. One useful example 
is Gongshu Wenzi, a virtuous minister who was known for never speak-
ing, laughing, or taking. His reputation is explained in the following way: 

[He] only spoke when the time was right, and so people never grew 
impatient listening to him. He only laughed when he was genuinely 
full of joy, and so people never tired of hearing him laugh. He only 
took what was rightfully his, and so people never resented his taking 
of things.46 

That is to say, Gongshu Wenzi was not silent or passive. Indeed, the 
description is compatible with a great deal of speech, laughter, and tak-
ing. However, he gained the reputation he had because his actions never 
came to be conspicuous. This achievement resulted from the masterful 
performance of ritual. Regarding speech, we can imagine that Gongshu 
Wenzi only spoke when it came his turn and only for so long as the 
occasion required. He would refrain from interrupting others and mo-
nopolizing conversations. He would not make inappropriate remarks or 
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speak unnecessarily loudly. He would pay attention to his interlocutors 
and speak about topics of interest or importance to them. One might 
come away from a conversation with Gongshu Wenzi with a sense of 
mutual understanding, or a sense of having learned something interest-
ing, or even a sense of mutual disagreement. But whatever it was that 
left an impression, it would not be his actual speaking. Rituals govern-
ing speech enable communication and connection without friction, and 
allow us to share in thought and feeling. When we notice the speech 
itself – either because rituals are fouted or exaggerated – something has 
gone wrong. It is only bad conversationalists that are conspicuous in 
speaking. 

What Gongshu Wenzi achieves with his mastery of ritual is the capacity 
for non-action (wu-wei). Non-action is not inactivity, but rather action 
that is so seamlessly integrated into the context and situation that it be-
comes unnoticeable. Whereas inactivity can be quite obtrusive, this sort of 
action does not stand out or call attention to itself. It happens naturally or 
spontaneously. Indeed, it fows so efortlessly from the “agent” that it does 
not appear to be a discrete action at all. From the outside, things around 
the junzi will simply be as they should be – whether that is celebratory, 
serious, workaday, or somber. Relationships will be sources of support, 
respect, and love; emotions will be satisfactorily released and expressed; 
events such as aging, sickness, and death happen smoothly. If this descrip-
tion seems to blur the distinction between agent and world, that is because 
the junzi acts in a way that harmoniously integrates everything around 
him. Through the expert performance of ritual, the interface between the 
person and the world becomes seamless. 

Internally, the sense of integration in non-action is reminiscent of “fow 
states.”47 A good illustration of this is Confucius, who reports that, by the 
age of seventy, he was able to “follow his heart’s desire without overstep-
ping the bounds of propriety.”48 The sense of freedom mentioned here 
is the hallmark of a person who has been completely – physically, emo-
tionally, and psychologically – transformed by ritual. So, Confucius was 
not riddled with doubt or anxiety. He did not need to resist temptations 
to improper action, nor did he need to overcome emotional obstacles to 
propriety. All his desires and impulses facilitated human intercourse and 
connection. This did not mean that he never encountered complicated or 
challenging situations, or that he was never conficted or torn over difcult 
choices. It is appropriate to experience emotional distress and ambiva-
lence in certain contexts, and certain situations call for careful delibera-
tion. These can be appropriate responses to a complicated reality, and the 
junzi is more equipped than others to meet this challenge. However, he 
experienced a sense of complete freedom because his natural impulses had 
been disciplined to spontaneously harmonize with dao. 
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As Edward Slingerland argues, non-action difers from fow states in 
that it has an objective aspect as well. Flow can be achieved in isolation – 
say, in writing, fxing an engine, or taking a bike ride – because what mat-
ters is the sense of inner ease, focus, absorption, and enjoyment. While 
phenomenologically similar, non-action is essentially an achievement of 
integration with a larger whole: non-action “represents the highest degree 
of objectivity, for it is only in wu-wei that one’s embodied mind conforms 
to something larger than the individual.”49 This “something larger” can 
include other people, institutions, historical communities, and even the 
natural world. Here, Xunzi describes the extent of ritual’s reach: 

By ritual, Heaven and Earth harmoniously combine; 
By ritual, the sun and the moon radiantly shine; 
By ritual, the four seasons in progression arise; 
By ritual, the stars move orderly across the skies; 
By ritual, the great rivers through their courses fow; 
By ritual, the myriad things all thrive and grow; 
By ritual, for love and hate proper measure is made; 
By ritual, on joy and anger ft limits are laid; 
By ritual, compliant subordinates are created. 
By ritual, enlightened leaders are generated; 
With ritual, all things can change yet not bring chaos. 
But deviate from ritual and you face only loss.50 

The point of this passage is to convey a sense of completeness: rituals 
integrate the whole world, and the person who masters them is aligned 
with all of reality. This is most dramatically expressed in Confucius’s ob-
servation of Shun, a sage-king known for his virtue: “Is Shun not an exam-
ple of someone who ruled by means of wu-wei? What did he do? He made 
himself reverent and took his proper [ritual] position facing south, that is 
all.”51 A masterful practitioner of ritual, Shun put his entire kingdom in 
order merely by sitting properly. Thus, Confucian spirituality is not just, 
or primarily, an internal matter of subjective experience or personal con-
tentment.52 Rather, it is realized in one’s harmonious integration into the 
entirety of reality, both human and non-human. 

This view challenges a familiar picture of spiritual life. The junzi is not 
otherworldly or ethereal. His spirituality is attained in the midst of ordi-
nary life through a mastery of social conventions, and its defning mode is 
non-action. Save for the quiet joy of unimpeded spontaneity, his spiritual 
condition is essentially unnoticeable. But though it difers from the famil-
iar picture, it is possible to recognize in this life a spiritual vision. Through 
his mastery of ritual, the junzi’s actions are broadened to integrate and 
be integrated into an ever greater reality. He moves harmoniously with 
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everything around him, swimming efortlessly in a vast sea of becoming 
that connects everyone and everything together – not just all of human 
society, including institutions, practices, customs, and relationships with 
others, but also non-human animals and plants, the seasons, the tides, the 
past, the future, the sun, the moon, and the stars. At its fullest, every action 
and gesture, no matter how small, reverberates through the entire world 
and vice versa. Thus, the Confucian view suggests the startling possibility 
that the most seemingly mundane act, such as wearing a certain sort of 
cap or walking with a certain sort of gait, performed in the appropriate 
way, can contribute not only to the realization of moral goodness, but also 
to the harmony of all things. Based in the workday rituals that organize 
daily life, this is a radically worldly vision of morality. However, it is also 
a spiritualized morality insofar as it is fundamentally oriented toward the 
ultimate reality known as dao. 

4. 

The Confucian view of spiritualized morality centers on the concept of 
dao. Dao is not a perfection. It is not an ideal form or pattern – or even be-
ing – to which people can aspire. While it is manifested through the actions 
and attitudes of people, dao is not created by individual acts of choice. But 
insofar as it comprehends the fow of all of reality, including morality, it 
is an appropriate object of spiritual devotion. For humans, dao is accessed 
through learning the culture and rituals that regulate moral life, and what 
distinguishes the morally accomplished from the morally mediocre is the 
ability to love and take joy in it.53 

As a result, the junzi, who is moved through a spiritual devotion to dao, 
is neither a perfect specimen of natural goodness nor a godlike creator of 
values. He is neither Aristotelian nor existentialist. By developing facil-
ity with ritual, he shapes himself in ways that extend beyond nature and 
bends to a necessity that is not of his own choosing. The point of master-
ing ritual is not to conform himself to any ideal pattern or to assert his 
will on the world, but rather to harmonize with everything around him. 
In so doing, he becomes more deeply entrenched in the normative reality 
of dao and therein lies his greatest freedom. One is reminded of the saints, 
who are most free in their obedience to God – though, of course, the 
junzi’s obedience is not to a supernatural perfection, but to a generative-
normative process that is immanent in the empirical world.54 

Nevertheless, I do not see Confucian humanism as a live possibility for 
people living in secular, Western societies. For one thing, Confucian rituals 
are culturally and historically specifc, which means that they cannot be 
simply adopted by those in Western societies. Of course, the view can per-
haps be reconfgured with diferent rituals or, if one prefers a less loaded 
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term, customs or conventions. The more important obstacle is that the 
Confucian worldview originates in a very diferent cultural and historical 
context, one that shares no roots with the Western tradition. It is based on 
basic intuitions and starting points – for instance, a comfort with hierar-
chy and authority, a prioritization of the community over the individual, 
a relatively weak interest in personal agency – that are at odds with core 
Western beliefs, and these diferences are not easy, if at all possible, to 
overcome.55 

Two obstacles, in particular, are worth noting. First, any uptake of Con-
fucian humanism requires deference to customs and social conventions. 
This will not be acceptable to most people in the West. A deep suspicion 
of human conventions can be traced back to the foundations of Western 
thought.56 Since that time, Western moral theorists have tended to ignore 
the conventional or customary aspects of moral life – and, many will think, 
for good reasons. While the logistical value of customs is clear, their moral 
value, let alone their spiritual value, is not. Morality is often considered 
universal, whereas customs are particularistic and local. Morality is a do-
main of principles and ideals, whereas customs are the products of history 
and habit. Morality is serious, whereas customs are often trivial. Worst of 
all, some customs – such as those that encode hierarchies between diferent 
racial groups or genders – are outright harmful or unjust. Confucians have 
little to ofer in response to these objections. Despite acknowledging that 
they are the invention of fallible humans, they are surprisingly uncritical of 
their rituals.57 They do not seem bothered by the seeming arbitrariness of 
their customs – should one have six rows of dancers or eight, wear a hemp 
cap or a linen one? – or their relativity, and there is little awareness of the 
potential for rituals to do harm. If the spirituality of Confucian morality 
depends on the unquestioned acceptance of customs, we must consider it 
a non-starter. 

The second obstacle concerns dao. Dao is what elevates the Confucian 
promotion of ritual to a moral and spiritual necessity. But the very concept 
of dao is itself questionable. It does not help to be told that dao is not a 
being or that it defes all categories of thought. Neither is it reassuring to 
learn that dao is immanent in all things or that it is, like the only door in 
a windowless room, the only reality. In short, the problem is that dao is 
metaphysically murky. Without being able to defne or comprehend it, 
few people will come around to “believing in” it. And that would lose the 
whole point. For without dao, Confucianism is little more than a plea for 
conventional morality. 

The worries compound when we consider that Confucians also say that 
dao is decreed by Heaven (tian). Carried over from ancient religious be-
liefs, Heaven is the supreme authority over all things and thought to be 
responsible for the turning of the seasons, the existence of living things, 
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the legitimacy of rulers, culture, and individual virtue.58 The appeal to 
Heaven efectively gives up the whole game of secular morality. For while 
it may be possible to conceive of dao naturalistically, the same, it seems, 
cannot easily be said about Heaven.59 Accordingly, some have argued that 
Confucianism is better understood as a sort of religion.60 At the very least, 
it seems at least plausible to give it the label of refned religion. This thesis 
upends the prevailing understanding of Confucianism as a secular philoso-
phy, and there would be nothing wrong with that in itself. But it would 
mean that Confucian thought would have little to teach us about how to 
resolve the spirituality problem, which a problem that aficts modern peo-
ple who have no truck with religion. 

Nevertheless, since my goal is not to defend Confucianism as a viable 
option for modern secularists, it does not matter to me whether it ulti-
mately counts as a religion or a secular way of thought. Regardless of its 
secularist credentials, it is possible to extract from this view an insight 
about the relationship between human culture, morality, and spiritual-
ity that speaks to secular audiences. I venture to say that most of us have 
encountered glimpses of this relationship on certain momentous occa-
sions, such as weddings and funerals, in which we are brought together in 
communion with others. Such occasions tend to be heavily regimented by 
customs, and when the performance of customs is poor, their artifciality 
shows. But when the performance of custom is good, we are joined in a 
common experience with a shared sense of its signifcance. Our ties to oth-
ers, the connections and dependencies that bind us together, are clarifed 
and brought to light. We are able to express respect, love, and care for each 
other and to be respected, loved, and cared for in return. Our emotions 
spontaneously feed of of each other, fnding release and expression in the 
world; they resonate through the landscape, plants and animals, physical 
structures and artifacts, celestial objects. The beautiful interconnectedness 
of things makes itself apparent. It would not be a stretch to say that, in 
these moments, the holiness of life comes to light. Confucians would see in 
these moments an alignment with the reality they know as dao. I suggest 
that a more ordinary way to describe this reality is tradition.61 

In the following Part, I advance a view that is inspired by the spiritu-
alized morality of Confucian thought. This view centers on the concept 
of tradition, and my claim is that tradition can take the place of God in 
secular moral life. Tradition is a comprehensive way of life that incorpo-
rates both moral and non-moral goods. Of course, as a product of human 
invention, it invites the same sorts of objections that are brought against 
customs, and these objections will need to be answered. It is also true that 
tradition is not viewed especially favorably by modern secularists, who 
tend to see it as retrograde, parochial, and unsophisticated. But, unlike 
the concept of dao, there can be no worry about its metaphysical status. 
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Every secularist belongs to some tradition or other. And, though it is not 
exactly clear what kind of thing it is, there can be no doubt but that tradi-
tion is part of the normal inventory of the natural world. The primary aim 
of the next Part will be to show it as a worthy object of spiritual love and 
devotion, one that can broaden, deepen, and motivate moral life. 
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6 The Way of Tradition 

1. 

In Part 1, I argued that the so-called death of God left a void that threat-
ened to weaken moral life. Something subtle happened when mysticism 
drained out of morality. Despite areas of signifcant moral progress, peo-
ple began to wonder whether “being good was no longer a good thing.”1 

No longer illuminated by the light of a transcendent good, moral life grew 
smaller and moral sensibility coarsened. Moral goodness became less in-
teresting. A weaker, less demanding standard of decency came to be seen 
as the more sensible moral ideal. And those who still aspired to be as 
good as possible became susceptible to new forms of moral extremism. I 
argued that these developments refect a defcit of spirituality in the secular 
world. Through their love of God, theists are naturally inspired to a sort 
of personal transformation that enhances their commitment to goodness. 
Without a similar object of love, secularists are faced with the threat of 
moral mediocrity. Part 2 explored three options for reintroducing spir-
ituality into secular moral life. While this discussion did not produce a 
solution, it revealed that a replacement for God cannot be found in either 
Aristotelian nature or existentialist freedom. A spiritualized morality must 
capture our aspirations to go beyond nature, while also including obedi-
ence to a good that is not of our own making. The challenge is to identify 
something that both fts that description and does not assume the existence 
of anything supernatural. 

Over the course of Part 3, I will argue that traditionalism, or the love 
and devotion to tradition, can resolve the spirituality problem. A prod-
uct of human invention that exceeds anything found in nature, tradition 
is not only a repository of both moral and non-moral values in their most 
concrete forms, but it also provides the larger context against which we 
come to be and make sense of ourselves as members of an enduring 
ethical community. Thus, I will argue, those who love tradition are con-
nected to an infnitely rich source of meaning that can enhance moral life. 
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I take this thesis to be refected in the experience of people who, in their 
various and sundry ways, love and are devoted to tradition – preserving 
customs, celebrating holidays, practicing arts, handing down stories, 
studying history, collecting memorabilia, keeping memories alive, and 
so forth. These individuals are not necessarily better than others, but 
they see themselves as part of a larger whole that, while not perfect, is 
intrinsically good. This identifcation supports and enlarges their concep-
tion of what is noble and fne and infuses a sense of meaning into their 
engagement with morality. It is, I will argue, plausible to see their orien-
tation toward tradition as spiritual. The traditionalist’s experience thus 
suggests that we can address the spirituality problem by attending to and 
coming to love tradition. 

In advancing this view, I realize that I face considerable headwinds. 
Modern secular societies – at least in the West – tend to be broadly cos-
mopolitan or globalist in character. Tradition is not viewed especially fa-
vorably in this climate, and traditionalism may appear just as unpalatable 
as theism. For this reason, my proposal will likely strike many as tribalis-
tic, retrograde, or hopelessly old-fashioned. I will address these concerns 
directly, but it is worth saying from the start that they are never very far 
from my mind. While I certainly do not deny that pernicious forms of tra-
ditionalism exist, I think a healthy form of traditionalism is not only possi-
ble but redemptive. Thus, in addition to defending the moral and spiritual 
signifcance of tradition, my challenge over the next several chapters will 
be to separate good forms of traditionalism from the bad. This concern 
will be especially salient in Chapters 8 and 9, where I consider objections 
to my view. 

Before that time, I will need to make a positive case for traditionalism. 
Part of the difculty of envisioning it as a possible solution is a misunder-
standing or, at least, lack of understanding of what tradition is. Thus, the 
goal of this chapter is simply to elucidate the nature of tradition with a 
view to addressing the spirituality problem. Specifcally, I seek to reveal 
tradition as a sort of non-supernatural, but transcendent good that can 
potentially take the place of God in moral life. The full explanation of how 
traditionalism resolves the spirituality problem, including why tradition is 
a worthy object of spiritual love and how the love of tradition enhances 
moral life, will be reserved for Chapter 7. 

2. 

Tradition is a relatively familiar concept that, in one sense, needs little 
introduction. Through no choice of our own and even if we never think 
much about it, we all belong to some tradition or other. And though we 
may not like that idea, we do not tend to fnd it puzzling. Of course, 
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there are many kinds of tradition – literary, family, school, and sports 
traditions, just to name a few. But since my goal is to address the spir-
ituality problem, I will only be concerned with the broadest and most 
comprehensive level of human tradition possible – namely, cultural tra-
ditions. By this, I do not mean particular traditions, such as eating turkey 
at Thanksgiving or throwing up mortarboards at commencement, but 
rather the wider framework that contains these examples – American 
tradition, English tradition, French tradition, Chinese tradition, and so 
forth. The latter are sometimes referred to as “ways of life.” As such, 
traditions are often, but not always, distinguished by language, history, 
and geographic location. They tend to have characteristic contents – 
that is, determinate features such as customs, practices, institutions, 
beliefs, literatures, and art forms – as well as distinct self-conceptions. 
They are usually transmitted through a culturally and historically de-
fned community. As a provisional defnition, we might think of tradi-
tion as a comprehensive way of life that is passed down from generation 
to generation. 

In defning tradition as a way, I reject the view that tradition can 
be defned in terms of its content. For example, Samuel Schefer de-
fnes tradition as a “set of beliefs, customs, teachings, values, practices, 
and procedures that is transmitted from generation to generation.”2 Of 
course, every tradition must be realized through some content or other. 
However, no particular content is necessary to what a tradition is. This 
is because, contrary to popular belief, traditions are not fxed or static.3 

As long as a tradition is alive, it is continuously in fux, changing in light 
of new circumstances, undergoing modifcations, receiving innovations, 
shedding some parts, adding others, and so on. And in this constant 
fux, no content lays claim to permanence. Everything can change in 
time, even what might appear at a given moment to be a tradition’s most 
central or distinctive features. This is why, over the course of centuries, 
traditions that were once deeply religious can become secular and agrar-
ian traditions industrial. So, life in 16th-century France looked radically 
diferent from 21st-century France, and no one knows what the 26th 
century will bring. But this does not mean that we are not talking about 
the same tradition. Adaptation is more challenging, and traditions more 
at risk, when radical shifts happen suddenly, as when Native American 
tribes were pushed onto reservations by the United States government. 
But even then, some were able to survive the loss of central practices 
through a combination of imagination, courage, and “radical hope.”4 

So, although a tradition is realized through specifc contents, it cannot 
be identifed with them. 

By invoking the concept of way, I also deny the view that tradition 
can be defned in purely historical terms – for instance, in the act of 
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transmission or teaching, or the fact of historical continuity. Here is an 
example from the historian, J. G. A. Pocock: 

[A] tradition, in its simplest form, may be thought of as an indef-
nite series of repetitions of an action, which on each occasion is per-
formed on the assumption that it has been performed before, [where] 
each performance presupposes a previous performance, in infnite 
regress.5 

This approach emphasizes the temporal aspect of tradition, its linking 
of the past, present, and future. It is true, of course, that history is an inte-
gral part of what defnes a tradition. And since all contents in a tradition 
do not change at once, there will inevitably be values, customs, practices, 
and so forth that are repeated or shared between one historical phase of a 
tradition and another.6 Nevertheless, we should reject that simple histori-
cal continuity or transmission alone defnes tradition. If it did, extinction 
would not be possible unless every member of a tradition died at once, 
since simple inertia guarantees that some features will inevitably be car-
ried over to or repeated in future generations. The fact that remnants of 
some Native American traditions – names or myths, say – continued to 
be transmitted once tribe members assimilated to Euro-American culture 
does not mean that those traditions survived. These vestiges only serve 
as sad reminders of what was lost. Something more robust is needed to 
ensure the survival of a tradition. In other words, tradition is a normative 
concept, something about which one could be right or wrong. 

Finally, my defnition is ofered as a contrast to a teleological concep-
tion of tradition. An example of the latter is provided by Alasdair MacIn-
tyre, who defnes tradition as “an historically extended, socially embodied 
argument, and an argument precisely in part about the goods which con-
stitute that tradition.”7 The goods that constitute tradition are primarily 
conceived in terms of overarching projects – democracy, say, or martial 
dominance – that are historically important to a particular society. Be-
cause projects can be realized through a variety of diferent contents, this 
defnition allows for the reality of change. And because projects have pur-
poses or ends, it also captures the sense of normativity lacking in the his-
torical conception of tradition. However, this defnition fails to account 
for what is right about the historical conception, since it makes tradition 
into something far more deliberate and consistent than it is. Traditions are 
just as much products of contingency as intention. They are full of contra-
dictions and inconsistencies. Not only is it not possible to rid a tradition 
of such contradictions and inconsistencies, but it is not necessary. Michael 
Oakeshott says about tradition that “there is no sovereign purpose to be 
perceived or invariable direction to be detected; there is no model to be 



 

 

The Way of Tradition 107 

copied, idea to be realized, or rule to be followed.”8 In other words, a tra-
dition is not an ideal, essence, or “form of life.”9 

The concept of a way accounts for the strengths of these three ap-
proaches without their downsides. A synonym for “way” is “manner” or, 
even better, “style.” Most often associated with the arts, styles are notori-
ously difcult to defne because they resist articulation in terms of rules 
or principles and lack necessary or sufcient conditions.10 They cannot 
be understood as forms or ideal patterns. But that does not make them 
the product of mere historical association. Styles have distinctive identi-
ties. They are identifed by, but not reducible to, certain contents through 
which they can be realized. And as long as we have sufcient exposure to 
it, we know a style when we see it. Thus, the art historian Ernst Gombrich 
defnes style as “any distinctive, and therefore recognizable, way in which 
an act is performed or an artifact made or ought to be made.”11 In appre-
hending style, one perceives “an elusive unitary physiognomy” – one could 
say, a family resemblance – that runs through disparate items.12 There is 
no formula or hidden principle for how the elements of style must ft to-
gether. But, in their overall appearance, they “harmonize” with each other 
in recognizable ways.13 The unity of style shows on the face of the whole. 

Thus, I propose that we see tradition as a distinctive, and therefore 
recognizable way (or style) of living. Living is obviously more complex 
than arts such as painting or dance, but the basic thought can be adapted. 
Tradition can be recognized through all the activities that comprise the 
more comprehensive activity of life, such as dressing, dwelling, dining, 
parenting, making art, worshiping, working, celebrating, and mourn-
ing. Emerging in response to diferent material needs, contingent circum-
stances, and human decisions, there is no overarching principle or end that 
unites these activities into a whole. They will display a countless variety of 
internal ends and purposes, be embodied in or executed through an array 
of heterogeneous artifacts, and be regulated by myriad customs, practices, 
and institutions that do not necessarily have anything in common besides 
their historical properties. Nevertheless, it is possible to discern an “elusive 
unitary physiognomy” that runs through all contents from the projects 
and practices that are most central to society to the most subtle traces of 
culture – the utensils used for eating, the proportions of roadways, the 
color of interior light, the shape of handwriting, the signage of subway 
stops, the sounds machines make, the materials used for buildings, fash-
ion, recreation, sports, and slang. 

Of course, physiognomy is a visual metaphor and, as such, applies most 
clearly to physical things. It is perhaps not difcult to see how a unity 
might be manifest in a tradition’s material culture – visual arts, cosmet-
ics and fashion, architecture, gardening, furniture and utensils, roadways, 
machines, and the myriad artifacts that are used in everyday life. Disparate 
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as they are, these elements convey a culturally specifc unity of appearance 
through similarities and afnities of shape, color, proportion, material, 
and so forth. Just consider, for instance, how the physical appearances 
of East Asian traditions contrast with Western European ones. It is hard 
to imagine a Japanese rock garden next to a French château, or silver 
utensils and crystal stemware on chabudai tables and tatami mats. Rock 
gardens, chabudai tables, tatami mats, châteaus, silver utensils, and crystal 
stemware are very diferent kinds of things, but we recognize which things 
go with which. The things that go together share a physiognomy that is 
evident in their appearances. 

The contribution of non-material content such as language, ideas, val-
ues, beliefs, attitudes, customs, practices, and institutions to a culturally 
specifc unity is less obvious.14 Ideas, attitudes, and values can fnd visual 
expression in material form. Other contents such as customs, practices, 
and institutions are embodied in or executed through material things that 
refect their purposes and contexts – funerary customs in clothing and 
implements, farming or hunting practices through equipment, religious 
institutions in structures or shrines, and so on. Moreover, qualities such 
as simple, ornate, narrow, and broad can apply to both material and non-
material items alike. This is why there is virtually nothing that scholars of 
particular traditions, such as cultural anthropologists and art historians, 
do not or cannot take into account. Ervin Panofsky’s analysis of British 
style draws on architecture, gardens, the marginalia of illuminated manu-
scripts, poetry, the writings of Shaftesbury, and industrial design to ex-
plain the design of the Rolls Royce grill.15 And the architect Adolf Loos 
famously claimed to be able to infer how an extinct people dressed, built 
their homes, lived, worshiped, made art, and thought by inspecting the 
shape of a single button.16 

Loos’s claim is surely overstated, and Panofsky may have oversim-
plifed. But what both are getting at is the particular manner in which 
tradition unifes or gathers a manifold. A tradition is a way of life that 
integrates all parts of human living, however contingent or accidental, into 
a distinctive whole. It appears in everything from the grill of a Rolls Royce 
to a button on a shirt, to a tea ceremony, a garden, and a song because 
each part is “marked by the expression of the whole.”17 But while a tradi-
tion is manifest in everything within it, it is only recognizable in light of 
the whole. Everything within life is part of tradition, and in apprehending 
the whole, everything has bearing on everything else. So it is that learning 
a tradition is “unavoidably knowledge of the details,” a matter of gaining 
sensitivity to “a concrete, coherent manner of living in all its intricate-
ness.”18 Like Loos or Panofsky, a person with an eye for detail and an 
aesthetic sensibility can come to get a strong feel for a tradition, though it 
is also important to acknowledge that this kind of knowledge can never 
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be complete. Not only is there always more detail to know, but because a 
tradition can never stand still, there will always be new contents that alter 
the complexion of the whole. 

There is, admittedly, some imprecision about the scope of particular 
traditions, and it can be difcult to discern where one tradition begins 
and another ends. This is a feature of my view rather than a defect. The 
boundaries of traditions are fuid and shifting; they can, in principle, 
never be defned as long as a tradition is alive. Traditions can relate 
to each other in complex ways due to historical circumstances. When 
groups of people come into contact with each other, traditions sometimes 
merge into one, or stay distinct but mutually infuence each other. They 
can also diverge from a common source. In addition, traditions can be 
nested within each other, as French and English traditions are nested 
within a larger Western European tradition. These traditions share some 
key features based on common infuences while diverging in others. 
However, this sort of nesting will end somewhere. For there is no larg-
est human tradition. The traditions that exist were passed down from 
societies that emerged in geographically distinct regions of the world 
and developed in relative isolation for thousands of years. Their ways 
of life are based in history and contingent circumstances, and the difer-
ences are in many ways arbitrary. This development yielded a plethora 
of cultures that are not only distinct but also in many ways incompatible. 
Thus, while it can be difcult to distinguish one tradition from another, 
meaningful distinctions do exist. And insofar as each of us belongs to 
some tradition or other, we are, beyond any of our own doings, parts of 
historically contingent processes that diferentiate us in deep and mean-
ingful ways from others. 

3. 

Having defned tradition, I now argue that tradition is the ground of our 
humanity – that is to say, our being creatures that belong to a broadly 
ethical community, capable of responding to reasons and values, refecting 
on what is worthwhile, cultivating virtues, fulflling responsibilities, tak-
ing on projects, and living meaningful lives.19 The concept of humanity is 
not equivalent to the biological concept of human animal, though they are 
related. As I see it, every human being is born a human animal and, in the 
normal course of development, becomes what I will describe as a bearer of 
humanity. My claim will ultimately be that the goodness of tradition de-
rives from the way in which it elevates the human animal into a bearer of 
humanity. Because both tradition and humanity are things we tend to take 
for granted, this point is not easily apprehended. But we can catch sight of 
it by paying closer attention to the process of normal human development. 
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To begin, every human being comes into the world as a human animal. 
Human animals are part of the natural order, alongside plants, bees, and 
wolves; they are organisms that bear the specifcally human form of life. 
Human life form is another way to refer to human nature or, to anticipate 
a later move, human “frst nature.”20 It is articulated by what have been 
called “natural-historical judgments,” or normative judgments that de-
scribe what it means to live as a member of a certain species.21 So, for ex-
ample, human animals metabolize through the consumption of food and 
drink; they reproduce sexually and perceive their environment through 
particular organs of sight, hearing, smell, and so forth. Such propositions 
are not based on statistical facts or even the behavior of the human ani-
mals that happen to exist. Rather, they describe an ideal of what a nor-
mally functioning human animal is like, and as such, they are the basis 
for determinations of health, or natural fourishing, in particular human 
animals.22 

The development of humanity begins soon after birth through a pro-
cess often described as habituation.23 Habituation is usually considered 
as a specifcally moral education, but it is in fact a much broader process 
whereby “all of our social animal nature is transformed by its being acti-
vated, as we live, in a rational way.”24 Initiated by parents and educators, 
this process seeks to cultivate certain dispositions of action, feeling, and 
thought in the young. To this end, educators treat the “motivational and 
evaluative propensities” of the human animal, such as natural needs for 
physical comfort and natural responses to pleasure and pain, as a sort 
of “raw material” to be shaped in particular ways.25 They encourage the 
formation of new habits by guiding the young to practice certain sorts of 
actions – say, moderate, just, or courageous actions – that give shape to 
natural impulses. This work happens alongside and in concert with the 
natural emergence of rational capacities. Due to a natural “ability to in-
ternalize from a scattered range of particular cases a general evaluative at-
titude which is not reducible to precepts,” practice calls into use the young 
person’s developing perceptual, afective, and deliberative capacities.26 As 
a result, natural impulses are formed in particular ways and “the practical 
intellect acquires a determinate shape.”27 

The end product of this process is a bearer of humanity.28 The bearer 
of humanity might be described as a new kind of animal, one that has 
acquired a “second nature” that is rational. She remains a possessor of 
human life form and all the natural impulses that are essential to it. How-
ever, these impulses have taken new shape as her eyes have been opened 
to reasons to act, feel, and think in various ways. In contrast to the mere 
human animal, the bearer of humanity is a (more or less) autonomous 
member of an ethical community. She possesses a broadly ethical outlook, 
one that takes ways of acting, feeling, and thinking that are in line with 
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virtue as rational. She can refect critically on the dictates of nature and 
choose to conform or depart from them. She can form an interpretation 
of what it means to be human and what it means to fourish. And while 
she will likely take what humans need for health into consideration, her 
conception of fourishing will refect the projects, ends, and purposes that 
she and her community fnd valuable. The bearer of humanity may not be 
very virtuous, but unlike the mere human animal she was born, she at least 
knows better. 

What I have recounted up until this point is rather familiar ground. 
What may be more controversial is my claim that tradition plays an essen-
tial role in this transformation. But consider how the bearer of humanity 
comes into her new habits. Scholars are keen to emphasize the novelty of 
this process, insisting, sometimes excessively, that nothing rule- or princi-
ple-like can have a place within it.29 Especially at preliminary stages, how-
ever, something recognizably rule-like is required for the learner to latch 
onto. Habituation presupposes the existence of repeatable patterns that 
are clear and common enough to be recognized by the learner and pro-
jected onto new cases. These patterns do not come from nowhere. Instead, 
educators draw from the considerable resources of the traditions in which 
they live. This includes customs, practices, institutions, narratives, histo-
ries, myths, arts, landscapes, buildings, shrines, utensils, values, beliefs, 
and so forth – all the contents through which a tradition is realized. Thus, 
by tying the learner’s emerging practical and cognitive capacities to the 
cultural resources of a tradition, habituation imparts culturally distinctive 
shapes onto the natural impulses and the emerging practical intellects of 
the young. In other words, when the learner transitions from being merely 
animal to being a bearer of humanity, she comes to exhibit the same cul-
turally specifc unity – or “physiognomy” – that defnes the tradition in 
which she has been habituated. 

To take just one example, customs of the dining table, practices of food 
preparation, and dining utensils shape natural needs and desires for food. 
By practicing these conventions, the learner acquires habits such as avoid-
ing certain bodily functions at the table, eating three times a day, and sup-
pressing the impulse to gorge. He comes to see meals as possible occasions 
for human solidarity and fellow-feeling, forms of hospitality, expressions 
of religious observance, and so on. In all, the nutritive functions of the hu-
man animal are brought into a world of meaning and value. Similar sorts 
of convention-guided habituation can be found in every part of life, as no 
part of the human animal is immune to being worked over. 

That is not to say that educators cannot depart from tradition in par-
ticular areas. One might have reasons to instill non-conventional habits, 
and no one is perfectly conventional anyway. Nevertheless, the vast ma-
jority of habituation follows conventional patterns because there is simply 
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too much that must be coordinated if a person is going to successfully live 
within a society with others. This training need not be deliberate, and edu-
cators will not necessarily think of themselves as instructing their charges 
in tradition. Indeed, a tradition is often least recognizable to those who 
live within it: we tend to notice the traditions of others as “the way they 
live,” while our own traditions appear simply as “the way things are.” 
Thus, a culturally insulated Westerner may fnd eating with knives and 
forks around a dinner table only natural, and in raising her children, these 
habits may be transmitted without much thought or sense of their cultural 
specifcity. That does not mean that tradition or “the way we live” is not 
transmitted, but only that it is not done so deliberately. 

Knowingly or not, those who guide the development of the young in-
duct their charges into a particular way of life. This work requires the 
introduction of a signifcant amount of content, as initiates must acquire 
a great deal of cultural knowledge before they can take their place in soci-
ety.30 They will need facility with the specifc practices and institutions that 
organize everyday life, as well as the material objects through which life is 
lived. More importantly, initiation confers a way of seeing the world and 
a sense of how to go on within it. The initiate develops a feeling for what 
counts as appropriate action, feeling, and thought for the society in which 
she lives. She acquires a culturally specifc sense of humor and beauty, of 
the ftting and the unftting, the pleasurable and the painful, the relevant 
and the irrelevant, the admirable and deplorable. And she develops the 
sort of imagination and sense of possibility that will enable her to adapt 
her tradition to new circumstances and to provide criticism in meaningful 
ways. We tend to not notice how extensive and deep the initiation into 
tradition is because much of it happens before we are aware of it. How-
ever, anyone who has tried to assimilate to another culture knows just how 
extensive and deep, as well as how intricate and nuanced, it can be. 

Given the account of habituation taken for granted by many philoso-
phers, it follows that, if one is a bearer of humanity, then one has nec-
essarily been initiated into some tradition or other. Earlier I defned the 
bearer of humanity in terms of participation in a practical reality defned 
by reasons, meaning, values, purposes, and ends that is unavailable to the 
mere human animal. We can now add that this participation is grounded 
in tradition. The bearer of humanity engages with practical reality through 
a framework that is cast in culturally laden concepts that refect the in-
terests and concerns of a historical community, structured according to 
certain ends and goods that are given, though not fxed, by what has come 
before, realized through culturally specifc customs, practices, institutions, 
and dispositions that have come to organize shared life, and embodied in 
material objects that share a common history. For example, bearers of 
humanity in ancient Greece would have conceived of their lives in terms of 
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the concepts and language found in the texts of Homer and Hesiod. They 
would have realized action and thought through myriad religious sacrifces 
and prayers to Greek deities, preparations and training for hand-to-hand 
combat, the craft of shipbuilding and the art of navigating the Mediter-
ranean seas, the harvesting of olives and the making of wine. They would 
have taken the courage of Achilles and Hector and the industry and jus-
tice of the Hesiodic farmer as models of virtue, and their conceptions of 
fourishing would have refected ends and purposes brought into focus by 
the poets or “teachers of the Greeks.” They would have conducted their 
everyday lives in the structures and through the furnishings and utensils 
available to Bronze Age humans. In short, the ancient Greek bearer of 
humanity, like all bearers of humanity, was a participant in a particular 
tradition. 

Many philosophers, infuenced by Aristotle and Kant, have acknowl-
edged the origins and signifcance of humanity: it is widely recognized that 
human beings are rational animals that take shape through processes of 
habituation. The novelty of my account consists in the claim, borrowed 
from Confucius, that the shape that infuses the rational animal in habitu-
ation is given by the distinctive unity of style or “physiognomy” of tradi-
tion.31 One might be tempted to say that tradition is human second nature. 
But since nature is associated with form and, as I argued above, tradition 
is not a form, that description is somewhat misleading. It would be more 
accurate to say that we are human animals in virtue of our form of life, 
but bearers of humanity in virtue of our way of life. Tradition is thus in-
separable from one’s humanity. So it is, I say, that tradition is the ground 
of one’s humanity. 

4. 

While conceding that the development of humanity takes place in the 
context of a particular tradition, many philosophers may disagree with 
my conclusion that one’s humanity is essentially grounded in a tradition. 
Tradition is the historically contingent and particular way of life in which 
one was habituated. However, many people consider humanity to be a 
universal concept that belongs to all human beings. In that case, it would 
be mistaken to ground humanity on tradition. 

One way to understand this objection assumes that the “fundamental 
ingredients” of humanity are “reason and moral capacity,” which are uni-
versal features that are common to all humans.32 These capacities need to 
be developed through and practiced on particular content, but once they 
have been established, they are the basis of an autonomy that enables one 
to separate from tradition. Although she will continue to physically live 
within a particular way of life, a bearer of humanity will be able to assess 
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situations and make decisions based on her considered judgments about 
what is good, meaningful, and worthwhile rather than the way of prede-
cessors.33 That does not mean that she will abandon the responsibilities 
and obligations of her local community. But it does mean that the legiti-
macy of these responsibilities and obligations, to the degree that it exists, 
will have to be vindicated in terms of the responsibilities and obligations 
of rational or moral agency as such. On this view, humanity is membership 
in a universal, ethical community of rational agents, a community that 
transcends tradition. Tradition is only incidentally related to humanity as 
the condition of its development. This condition can be dispensed with 
altogether once the learner reaches the stage where she can refect upon 
whether she ought to see, act, and deliberate as those in her tradition of 
origin do.34 

This objection confates what could be described as an aspect of human-
ity for the whole. Rational agency is certainly necessary for humanity, but 
it is not sufcient because humanity entails engagement with a practical 
reality that is inescapably determinate. We never act simply qua rational 
agent. Instead, our actions are taken and decisions made qua parent, child, 
teacher, student, employee, employer, producer, consumer, citizen, friend, 
neighbor, and, at the very limit, member of a local community – roles that 
are defned by the contexts, values, and expectations of particular ways of 
life. So, although it is in all cases a manifestation of our species’ capacity 
for rational agency, what humanity means in ancient Greece, say, is very 
diferent from what it means in ancient China or modern America. The 
determinate considerations to which the bearer of humanity responds, and 
her self-conception in acting rationally, always refer back to her respective 
tradition. 

However, there is another version of the objection that does not depend 
on such a formal understanding of humanity. One may say that I fail to 
recognize signifcant commonalities among bearers of humanity that go 
beyond rational capacity. Although traditions difer, a set of core con-
cerns about issues such as child-rearing, friendship, aging, and death ex-
ists among people everywhere. These commonalities, which are about the 
substance of life rather than the form of rational agency, explain the roles 
through which we live. And while there is signifcant variation among soci-
eties, there also seem to be broad points of agreement over how to perform 
these roles well. These observations undercut the idea that one’s humanity 
depends on tradition. For how is it that people from diferent traditions, 
especially those with no historical or geographical connection, turn out 
to have so much in common? And how is it that they are able to interact 
with and relate to each other? Accordingly, one might say that humanity 
consists in features that are common to all human beings – universal facts 
about human nature – rather than something as contingent, varied, and 
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particular as tradition. On this view, tradition can provide the colorful 
“fllings” for a universal conception of humanity, but its role is not more 
fundamental than that.35 

While the universal conception of humanity is more determinate than 
rational agency, it is still quite abstract. In terms of conducting everyday 
life, there is no getting around the fllings provided by tradition. There is, 
for instance, no such thing as child-rearing per se. While all societies do 
rear their young, it must be done in one particular way or another – in 
communes, extended families, atomic families, and so on. The objection 
assumes that these diferences are relatively trivial in that they are ines-
sential to the understanding of one’s humanity, but it is unclear why one 
must think that. Facts about human nature are unquestionably common 
to human beings everywhere. However, for a bearer of humanity, the ac-
tivity of child-rearing is a function of how those facts are given form, and 
the ethically signifcant role of “mother” or “father” is not, or not merely, 
biological. There is no reason to think that the diferences between com-
munes, extended families, and atomic families are less signifcant than the 
similarities. At the very least, it does not seem possible to deny that the 
diferences entail diferent senses of humanity by argument alone, for any 
argument must presume some controversial understanding of humanity 
that would itself be open to additional questioning. 

Moreover, it is possible to explain commonality between traditions 
without appealing to a universal humanity. Consider the biological con-
cept of analogy. Biological analogies are similar structures that arise from 
diferent origins – bird and bat wings, for example. Although they ap-
pear similar and have the same function, these structures evolved entirely 
independently from each other. They are “coincidences” of a sort, but 
the coincidence is not merely a matter of luck. Rather, analogies develop 
through what is known as “convergent evolution,” which is to say, as 
responses to “similar environmental pressures and selective challenges.”36 

Wings, it turns out, are a highly efective way to meet certain realities faced 
by animals in the natural world. So, the convergence of independent lines 
of evolution should not be surprising. 

My point here is not to suggest that bearers of humanity are simply 
products of biological evolution. Since it integrates rationality, the de-
velopment of tradition-bound conceptions of humanity is much more 
complicated than the development of wings. Nevertheless, the logic of 
analogy can be used to explain sameness and commonality between 
conceptions of humanity. Traditions are ways of specifcally human life, 
and human life – by which I mean, the life of a specifc sort of animal 
with the capacity for reason – presents its own, distinctive pressures and 
challenges. Insofar as all traditions give shape to the very same human 
animals, we should expect them to yield similar results. All bearers of 
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humanity develop in response to the same pressures and challenges of 
animal life and the same formal standards of reason. The fact that they 
resemble each other – that they share common concerns, hold similar 
values, develop similar relationships, take on similar roles, and so forth – 
is no mere coincidence. 

Neither is the fact that bearers of humanity across traditions are able 
to understand and interact with each other. Traditions bring a person 
into contact with practical reality, and because traditions are so dispa-
rate, this reality will be experienced very diferently across diferent tradi-
tions. Nevertheless, understanding and interaction between members of 
diferent traditions are possible because all traditions deal with common 
natural impulses and needs, as well as similar material environments. The 
challenges and opportunities that face human beings are close enough to 
allow for people of diferent cultures to be minimally intelligible to each 
other. Understanding and interaction, facilitated by translation, require 
formal rational capacities, but they do not require a common human-
ity. This is evident from the fact that it is possible to understand enough 
about a foreign people to know that they do not share one’s conception 
of humanity.37 

Thus, the fact that there are commonalities among bearers of humanity 
everywhere is not evidence for a more fundamental, universal concep-
tion of humanity that transcends tradition. Of course, we may sometimes 
speak of a universal humanity. But that concept is a loose way of speak-
ing, which abstracts from the concrete conceptions of humanity on the 
ground. While all human beings possess humanity, humanity is itself a 
culturally specifc concept. In other words, humanity is itself a plural-
istic concept. There are as many conceptions of humanity as there are 
traditions. 

5. 

I now want to argue that a tradition is intrinsically good insofar as it is 
the ground of one’s humanity. The nature of this goodness is not easy to 
articulate. At the same time, I venture to say that the goodness itself is en-
tirely perceptible. It is perhaps less obvious to insiders because it is easy to 
take one’s own tradition for granted. But it is, I think, quite evident to out-
siders, who are better positioned to appreciate a tradition as a distinctive 
way of life. Whether we realize it or not, our response to foreigners tells 
us something about their traditions. Specifcally, insofar as we apprehend 
them as bearers of humanity rather than human animals, we implicitly 
perceive the intrinsic goodness of their traditions – or so I argue. 

The goodness of tradition is apparent, for instance, to the character of 
Cyril Fielding in E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India. Fielding’s response to 
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Indian civilization, which I take to refer to the same thing as tradition, is 
described in the following way: 

Civilization strays about like a ghost here, revisiting the ruins of 
empire, and is to be found not in great works of art or mighty deeds, 
but in gestures well-bred Indians make when they sit or lie down. 
Fielding, who had dressed up in native costume, learnt from his 
excessive awkwardness in it that all his motions were makeshifts, 
whereas when the Nawab Bahadur stretched out his hand for food 
or Nureddin applauded a song, something beautiful had been ac-
complished which needed no development…When the whirring of 
action ceases, it becomes visible, and reveals a civilization which the 
West can disturb but will never acquire. The hand stretches out for 
ever, the lifted knee has the eternity though not the sadness of the 
grave.38 

Through the reach of a hand for food or applause for a song, Fielding 
glimpses the profound efects of tradition on the Indians. In particular, 
he is moved by the beauty of their gestures. Awkwardly dressed in native 
costume, Fielding is made aware that this beauty is the product of consid-
erable artifce. However, in the Indians, the artifce reveals something un-
expectedly beautiful. Sitting, lying down, reaching for food, applauding, 
movements that have been inscribed in the body through years of training, 
are of a piece with great works of arts and mighty deeds. And like many 
beautiful things, they carry intimations of indestructibility and eternity.39 

I suggest that this experience is a response to what is known to artisans 
as truth to materials.40 Truth to materials is a kind of intrinsic goodness 
in art and artifacts. The truthful art or artifact elevates and enhances its 
materials. In the words of John Ruskin, it “honors” its materials, “brings 
out their beauty,” and “recommends and exalts their peculiar qualities.”41 

Because raw materials tend to occur naturally, this achievement is usually 
thought to have a special connection to nature. The truthful artifact em-
bodies a “reinterpretation of nature’s principles as they had been fltered 
through the intelligent minds of men and women who could then build 
forms which are more natural than nature.”42 The result is something that 
appears like the spontaneous work of nature despite being the product of 
human artifce. So, for example, stone in nature is simply stone, and its 
full beauty is hidden from view. A building or sculpture that brings out the 
beauty and special properties of stone – its hardness, solidity, color, or, in 
short, its “stoniness” – exemplifes truth to materials.43 The goodness of 
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, constructed out of slabs of black granite 
that appear to be emerging from the earth, can be explained, in part, in 
this way. An example that is closer to Fielding’s is bonsais, trees shaped 
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out of the raw material of trees: good bonsais bring out and clarify the 
distinctive beauty of their respective species. 

Elsewhere, I have used the term humaneness to refer to truth to mate-
rials in the shaping of human beings.44 What Fielding experiences as the 
beauty of Indian tradition is its humaneness. Molded by the trappings 
of their tradition, the Indians and their movements are seen as kinds of 
artifacts that are crafted out of the material of human animals. Their natu-
ral impulses are shaped and refned, cut, trimmed, and polished through 
customs, practices, institutions, and artifacts – elevated into forms that 
bring out the distinctive beauty of human beings. So, the Nawab Bahadur 
reaching for food and eating are not the movements of a mere human ani-
mal seeking to satisfy its bodily needs, but artful gestures in the practice of 
sharing meals with others. His movements are the product of artifce and 
training, and they will not appear in any catalog of natural-historical facts 
about human animals. Instead, they are humane insofar as they reveal the 
distinctively human way that our need for food is bound up with our need 
for others, our capacities for pleasure, and our faculties of invention. For 
us, dining can be an expression of hospitality or care, an occasion of fel-
lowship, a venue for creativity and skill. We are not cattle grazing side-by-
side, but guests, hosts, friends, and family members, who are not nurtured 
by bread alone. In admiring the humaneness of Indian tradition, Fielding 
recognizes its intrinsic goodness. 

In short, he sees the Indians as bearers of humanity. A bearer of human-
ity is an artifact of sorts, a product of creative processes of habituation 
that give form to the raw material of human frst nature. This individual is 
not, like the human animal, a product of nature. But she is also not entirely 
unrelated to it, for the natural impulses that belong to the human animal 
are material necessities that she cannot avoid. Through the shaping that 
has come by way of habituation, these impulses are refned, beautifed, 
and reinterpreted in ways that are more natural than nature. But this shap-
ing, as I argued above, is essentially traditional. Without tradition, this 
individual is a human animal living alongside others to meet the natural 
needs and desires of the present. Through tradition, she is a member of an 
ethical community, jointly engaged in projects and pursuits, party to rela-
tionships based on love and respect, and integrated into a spatio-temporal 
world that is a locus of meaning. The bearer of humanity is a beautifed 
or elevated human animal, and insofar as tradition produces this result, it 
is humane. 

We do not have to be as poetic as Fielding to appreciate the humane-
ness of a tradition. Whenever we recognize people as bearers of human-
ity, we implicitly appreciate the humaneness of their traditions. The 
humaneness of our own traditions is more or less taken for granted as 
most of daily life involves interacting with other members of our own 
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ethical communities. More remarkable is how we apprehend people 
from other traditions, especially those at great historical and cultural 
distance. Despite fnding their ways of life entirely unfamiliar or unnatu-
ral, we do not see these individuals as mere human animals.45 Neither 
do we see them as mere rational agents – at least, not most immediately. 
Rather, we see and interact with them as bearers of humanity engaged 
in lives that are sometimes foreign and strange, but, for all that, intel-
ligible as interpretations of human nature. In so doing, we implicitly 
recognize the humaneness of their traditions. We need not know very 
much about a people or their activities to do this. Because each part of 
a tradition is “marked by the expression of the whole” or a distinctive 
“physiognomy,” the humaneness of a tradition is apparent in even the 
smallest details.46 This is why Fielding was able to recognize something 
as profound as civilization in an outstretched hand. So too, anyone who 
has seen an ancient Incan or Assyrian artifact can have no doubt that its 
makers and users were bearers of humanity. This recognition, however 
unconscious or automatic, is a perception of the humaneness of the re-
spective traditions. Tradition shows its goodness on its face, though it is 
usually too obvious to be noticed. 

To be clear, to appreciate the humaneness of a tradition is not neces-
sarily to admire or approve of everything within it. Fielding’s observation 
does not commit him to any position on particular matters of Indian tradi-
tion. But it is to recognize a certain kind of intrinsic goodness that pertains 
to the whole qua whole. A tradition is a way of life. The number of possi-
ble ways of life is theoretically limitless. Because a way is not a form, there 
is no such thing as a perfect or ideal way of life, and a way of life has no 
end or telos. But insofar as it shapes human nature, a way of life can be 
good by being truthful or humane – that is to say, by bringing out the dis-
tinctive beauty and peculiar features of human nature. Passed down from 
generation to generation, tradition is a way of life that produces bearers of 
humanity. And insofar as it produces bearers of humanity, a tradition is 
humane. Thus, every tradition is not merely a way of life, but a good way 
of life. So it is that I conclude that all traditions are good. 

6. 

Many will object to the claim that all traditions are good. What about tra-
ditions that promote slavery, for instance, or the subjugation of women? 
How is it possible to describe these traditions as intrinsically good? In-
deed, faws of this sort belong to every tradition that has ever existed, as 
no human society has ever been perfectly just, and adherence to tradition 
has often only served to perpetuate oppression. For these reasons, the idea 
that tradition as such is good will strike many as preposterous. 
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This objection registers a specifcally moral concern. It is important to 
note that I am not denying that the content of traditions – their particular 
customs, practices, institutions, values, or beliefs – can be morally bad 
or unjust. That much is undeniably true, and it is entirely appropriate to 
evaluate traditions in this way. Moreover, I am not claiming that a tradi-
tion’s bad content is something to be tolerated.47 It should not, and it is up 
to members of each tradition to ensure that these problems are resolved. 
I consider this issue at greater length in Chapter 8, where I address objec-
tions to the morality of traditionalism, but I will bracket them for now. 

Here, it is critical to emphasize that my claim about the goodness of tra-
dition hinges on its humaneness, which is not the same as moral goodness. 
To describe something as humane is to make an aesthetic evaluation about 
how it honors or elevates its raw materials. A tradition is humane in virtue 
of its status as a sort of art form – that is, as a way that gives shape to 
materials. We can evaluate the shape of tradition aesthetically. The moral 
evaluation of a tradition is a separate question. Indeed, it is not only possi-
ble but important that we can, however implicitly, appreciate the humane-
ness of traditions that we fnd morally objectionable. We need to see these 
traditions as worthy of criticism and blame; that kind of response involves 
being able to appreciate these traditions as grounds of humanity. 

Having set aside the moral issue, I think that we already implicitly rec-
ognize the intrinsic goodness of tradition. Consider our attitudes toward 
the threat of cultural extinction, such as that faced by Native American 
tribes and remote communities in the Pacifc Islands. Most of us are not 
indiferent to the plight of these people. We care about their safety and 
welfare and hope that they are able to survive the economic, cultural, 
and environmental hardships that threaten their existence. These are, of 
course, moral concerns. But I venture to say that our worries go beyond 
such concerns. We also feel distress that their traditions themselves are 
endangered, and we sense that it would be terrible and even tragic for 
them to be lost. We mourn the loss of their languages, histories, memories, 
myths, practices, cuisines, dances, songs, and arts. It does not assuage us 
to be told that newer generations will be able to adapt to a more dominant 
culture or, even, that their lives will be healthier, more secure, more stable. 
While we would prefer the sufering of these individuals to be minimized, 
those considerations miss the point. The point is that the existence of their 
traditions is threatened, and we judge their loss to be an objectively bad 
thing – not just for them, but for the world.48 

One might argue that what we lament is the loss of specifc good contents – 
traditional songs and dances, art forms, technologies, knowledge – that 
are beautiful, interesting, or useful, rather than traditions themselves. And 
we do value such contents. But that is not all. The judgment that it is bad 
for a tradition to go extinct does not await confrmation by an assessment 
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of its merits and achievements. It applies even when we know very little 
to almost nothing about the cultural contributions of a threatened society. 
Most of us who are disturbed by the destruction of Native American or 
Pacifc Islander traditions know almost nothing about these societies. Yet, 
we fnd the loss of their traditions unfortunate, or even perhaps a tragedy. 
This reaction is appropriate, given the fact that every tradition is a unique 
and, thus, irreplaceable way of life. As the ground for bearers of human-
ity, tradition lays out a unique path to a future and enshrines a unique 
set of “spiritual treasures accumulated by the dead.”49 Once this path is 
destroyed, there is no way to retrieve it. 

Moreover, this judgment that the very existence of traditions has value 
applies even when traditions include bad customs and practices. Over the 
course of history, no tradition is entirely innocent, and every tradition 
contains a mix of good and bad. The Native American practice of scalp-
ing enemies is objectionable on moral grounds, but that does not cancel 
the humaneness of their practices of war, in which generations of coura-
geous people were raised. We can lament the loss of a tradition even while 
acknowledging its imperfections. Our aversion to the loss of a tradition is 
not based on a summing up of pros and cons, a considered judgment that 
it contained more good than bad. Rather, our reaction arises in response 
to the loss of the tradition qua tradition. 

Assuming that such responses indicate some kind of valuing, this sug-
gests that tradition is not simply seen as a neutral thing that can be good 
or bad, but something whose very existence is positively good in its own 
right. My claim is that these responses are, in fact, responses to the hu-
maneness of tradition. 

7. 

The purpose of this chapter was to explain how tradition is a kind of non-
supernatural, but transcendent good that can potentially take the place of 
God in moral life. 

Metaphysically speaking, this proposal should be acceptable to secular-
ists. For there is nothing supernatural about tradition, and no secularist can 
deny that he belongs to some tradition or other. At the same time, tradition 
is also more than merely natural. As a way of life, tradition is the result of 
human freedom and a product of human creativity and, as such, exceeds 
everything contained within human nature. Though they give shape to the 
raw material of natural impulses, there is nothing natural about the con-
ventions of dining or dress, the institutions of the family or marriage, the 
practice of law, the arts, architecture, sports, and so forth. Instead, tradition 
is a way that human beings transcend nature. And this explains its good-
ness. For in taking up a particular way of living, a human animal is elevated 
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into a bearer of humanity. She enters into an ethical community in which 
it is possible to act for values, take on responsibilities and obligations, and 
engage in meaningful pursuits. Thus, every tradition embodies a kind of in-
trinsic goodness – humaneness – that consists in elevating and bringing out 
the beauty of human beings. While none are perfect, every tradition is good. 

It is true, of course, that the diferences between God and tradition are 
enormous. One is perfect, the other a product of fallible human agency; 
one eternal and necessary, the other historical and contingent. Neverthe-
less, due to its normative nature, its comprehensive scope, and its mys-
terious reality, tradition can play a similar role in moral life. Tradition 
encompasses everything within life and beyond. It includes all values and 
meanings, both moral and non-moral. It is the ground of all possibilities 
for human action and thought. It gathers up the past, present, and future 
into an open-ended whole, and insofar as it is an endlessly changing way, 
it rings with the “note of infnity and mystery.” 

However, to resolve the spirituality problem, we must establish that tra-
dition is also an appropriate object of spiritual love and devotion. In the 
following chapter, I look to the experience of traditionalists, people who are 
deeply devoted to tradition, as a guide. While some traditionalists are reli-
gious, non-religious traditionalists are living proof that traditionalism can 
be a viable answer to the spirituality problem. Drawing on their example, I 
explain why tradition is an appropriate object of spiritual love, and I eluci-
date how their devotion to tradition enhances the experience of moral life. 
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7 The Spirituality of Tradition 

1. 

In the previous chapter, I laid out the beginning of my case for seeing tradi-
tion as an answer to the spirituality problem. Greater than any single indi-
vidual, a tradition is a way of life through which a person is elevated from 
a human animal to a bearer of humanity. As bearers of humanity, we are 
able to access practical reality and participate in an ethical community. We 
act for purposes and ends, pursue meaning, and afrm values both along-
side and with others. In these ways, tradition makes us better than nature. 
And this, I argued, is proof of its humaneness or intrinsic goodness. This 
chapter seeks to complete my argument by explaining how traditionalism, 
or the love of and devotion to tradition, can enhance and deepen moral life 
without the need for God. 

Before I begin, I should clarify what I mean by traditionalism, beginning 
with two things I do not mean. First, in common parlance, traditionalism is 
often associated with an ideology or a particular set of views and values – 
especially pertaining to gender, sexuality, and the family. The idea that 
women should be homemakers, say, or that children should be raised by a 
mother and a father are seen as tenets of traditionalism. This association 
arises because people who speak of traditionalism generally have a par-
ticular tradition in mind. However, traditions difer. They arise in difer-
ent historical contexts and evolve under diferent circumstances. Some are 
religious, some are not, some are younger, some older, some more stable, 
others less so; they can be patriarchal or matriarchal, liberal or conserva-
tive, hierarchical or egalitarian. Accordingly, traditionalism will look very 
diferent depending on the tradition and its historical circumstance. As I 
see it, traditionalism is neutral with respect to specifc views and values; it 
is not an ideology. 

Second, traditionalism is also the name of a view that arose at the be-
ginning of last century with René Guénon. This view, which is aligned 
with Sufsm and has recently been revitalized through thinkers on the far 
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right, represents an anti-modernist mysticism.1 On this view, tradition is 
“a group of sacred teachings that are understood to have been handed 
down since time immemorial and are the basis for the proper order of 
things, a sacred order.”2 Proponents of the view believe that there is one, 
perennial Tradition, and that the goal of personal and political action is 
to realize this original truth. They seek to restore the sacred order, which 
includes a social hierarchy based on, among other things, race and gender. 
This conception of tradition is highly speculative, and it should be clear 
from what I have said that I disagree with it. As I see it, tradition is a 
fundamentally pluralistic concept that accommodates a multitude of ways 
of life.3 The traditionalism I defend is thus distinct from the movement of 
Guénon and his followers. 

On my view, traditionalism is a deep and serious devotion to a tradition. 
This dedication comes in degrees, but at its limit, it treats tradition as a 
sacred object that is worthy of maximal love and devotion. Just as there is 
no reason to be rigid about the boundaries of tradition, there is no reason 
to be rigid about the objects of traditionalism. The important thing is that 
people feel deeply identifed with and devoted to a way of life that is bigger 
than themselves. Because many people think of their country or nation as 
the basic unit of cultural identity, a prevalent form of traditionalism today 
is patriotism or nationalism. Organized religion can also be the basis of 
traditionalism, since theists can be dedicated to the human transmission 
of their faith as a way of life. Catholics who defend the Latin mass, say, 
may be seen as practicing their faith according to tradition. An attachment 
to religion qua tradition can even be adopted by secularists. For instance, 
secularists who strongly identify with Judaism as foundational to their 
outlook can be traditionalists. So, people can honor and revere a variety 
of traditions. And because there is no person who is not a member of some 
tradition or other, traditionalism is a possibility for everyone. 

Such devotion is more common than one might think. Insofar as tradi-
tion links past to future, the continuity of society depends on some degree 
of traditionalism. No society can survive without a sense of the past and 
an appropriate respect for the myriad forms of goodness embodied within 
it in some, if not many, of its members.4 Thus, it is safe to say that tradi-
tionalists appear in every society. Indeed, it is important to me that tradi-
tion already has some place in the heart. Spirituality is not the sort of thing 
that one gets argued into. Insofar as it concerns a matter of lived experi-
ence, my view must be not only theoretically sound but practically viable. 
That is to say, it must be possible – even relatively accessible – for real 
people to derive spiritual fulfllment from tradition in a way that enhances 
moral life. To the degree that people already have traditionalist impulses, 
there is a foothold for my view. To the degree that traditionalism already 
enhances moral life for some people (as I believe it does), there is proof 
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of concept. If I am correct, tradition has already played and continues to 
play a critical, if underappreciated, role in moral life for many people. So 
it is that I take myself to be doing little more than elucidating a possibil-
ity that already exists. My goal is not to argue people into traditionalism 
per se, but to shed light on what it is and what it can do toward resolving 
a wider modern predicament. 

My discussion will begin by describing what it looks like for tradition 
to be an object of spiritual devotion. The remainder of the chapter will be 
dedicated to showing how the traditionalist’s evaluative outlook answers 
the spirituality problem. This requires showing, frst, why tradition is an 
appropriate object of spiritual devotion and, second, how it enhances, 
broadens, and deepens moral life. 

2. 

I begin with three examples that illustrate the spiritual and moral poten-
tial of traditionalism. The frst example, Native American traditionalism, 
might be viewed as inherently religious. The second, Confucian tradition-
alism, cannot be described as secularist without anachronism, but it is 
widely considered humanist. And the third, American traditionalism, is 
considered by many to be secularist. The variety of examples refects the 
capacious character of tradition and traditionalism. Nevertheless, each 
case shows how tradition can support a sort of love and devotion that can 
be described as spiritual. 

While there are a plethora of distinct Native American traditions, one 
important commonality is that they tend not to recognize a separation 
between the “religious” and the “non-religious.” Native American lan-
guages have no word corresponding to “religion,” which is why Native 
American religions are sometimes referred to as “lifeways.”5 A lifeway 
integrates all aspects of life – “economy, government, art, law, medicine, 
and landscape” – into a spiritual whole.6 We could say that a lifeway is a 
tradition that is self-consciously spiritual. For people living in such a tradi-
tion, spirituality is expressed in “how they cook, eat, dance, paint, tell sto-
ries, mold pottery, dye clothes, decorate their bodies, design their homes, 
organize their villages, court lovers, marry, bury, dress, speak, make love, 
cut their hair, and so on.”7 These traditions are usually transmitted orally 
from elders to younger generations through stories about history, genealo-
gies, morals, values, and the natural world. They are embodied in ceremo-
nies, such as rituals of harvest, healing, puberty, and marriage, that “help 
to reinforce individual participants’ roles and character, demonstrate and 
celebrate group identity, and defne an individual’s relationship to their 
larger community.”8 In these ways, Native Americans tend to view them-
selves as parts of greater, historical communities, and they tend to see the 
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achievements of their ancestors, the wisdom of their elders, and the work 
of their ceremonies as sacred. Thus, their lifeways support reverence for 
tradition. Or, we could say, traditionalism is part of Native American life-
ways. Native American traditionalism is inherently spiritual. 

The second example of traditionalism is Confucianism. Confucius saw 
himself principally as a transmitter of tradition, who “trusts” and “loves” 
the ancient ways.9 His traditionalism took form through an unrivaled pas-
sion for learning, which included the study of arts such as music, archery, 
and calligraphy, history and historical fgures as recorded in texts such as 
the Spring and Summer Annals and the Book of Documents, the three-
hundred or so ancient poems collected in the Book of Odes, and, above 
all, the myriad traditional rituals or customs that regulate shared life. 
Through a lifelong commitment to study, Confucius sought to emulate the 
example of ancient sage-kings who ruled over a golden age of peace and 
prosperity and to extend their “brilliant” culture.10 Thus, traditionalism 
became one of Confucius’s most signifcant legacies. His followers were 
not just intellectuals interested in expounding upon his views, but tradi-
tionalists who committed themselves to learning and extending the ways 
of their predecessors. 

Although it centers on cultural knowledge, Confucian traditionalism 
should not be viewed as mere aestheticism. Indeed, Confucians are highly 
skeptical of those who donned the trappings of culture without the right 
spirit.11 This program of study and self-cultivation is viewed as a way to 
align with dao, or the ultimate normative reality through which all things 
fow. The point of learning is to “reanimate” tradition with the goodness 
of the ancestors, not to engage in precious refnements or to make a show 
of arcane knowledge. On their view, what makes a person learned is not 
sophisticated knowledge or social polish, but qualities such as “recogniz-
ing and admiring worthiness,” fulflling one’s social responsibilities, and 
being “trustworthy in speech.”12 Cultural refnement is worthless unless it 
cultivates moral goodness; the person of empty refnement is not a tradi-
tionalist but a pedant. Conversely, moral goodness is impossible without 
knowledge of tradition.13 Acquaintance with tradition is necessary to be 
a full participant in their moral community. And, they believe, mastery 
of tradition culminates with the capacity to harmonize efortlessly with 
all the world.14 Confucian traditionalism is, thus, imbued with a strongly 
spiritual and moral sense. 

Lastly, unlike Native American and Confucian traditions, reverence 
for tradition is not self-consciously a part of American tradition. But that 
does not mean that an American traditionalism is not possible. A fnal 
example is provided by Richard Rorty, whose Achieving Our Country is 
a defense of American patriotism. This work was written as a response to 
what Rorty perceived to be a widespread cynicism about the United States 
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and its moral standing. The spiritual resonances of his patriotism are fully 
explicit. Rorty sees himself as promoting a “civic religion.” The “proph-
ets” of this religion are Walt Whitman, the great American poet, and 
John Dewey, the great American philosopher.15 Its foundational texts are 
Leaves of Grass and the writings of Dewey, along which we might include 
American classics such as Thoreau’s Walden and “Civil Disobedience,” 
Emerson’s “Nature” and “Self-Reliance,” and James Baldwin’s The Fire 
Next Time. This religion envisions and promotes hope for an American 
utopia, in which the United States is “the paradigmatic democracy,” class-
less, casteless, and unbound by any fxed authority.16 The American utopia 
is described as “the unconditional object of desire.”17 And the American 
government and social institutions are credited with making possible “a 
new sort of individual,” “one who will take nothing as authoritative save 
free consensus between as diverse a variety of citizens as can possibly be 
produced.”18 By drawing attention to this vision, Rorty explicitly seeks to 
awaken the “religious impulse…to stand in awe of something greater than 
oneself.”19 

In Rorty’s telling, the aspect of America that is most worthy of devotion 
and love is its commitment to democracy and individualism. In particular, 
he looks to the progressive achievements of the “reformist left” in the 
early to mid-part of last century as glimpses of the American promise. The 
Civil Rights Act, the New Deal, and the creation of various social pro-
grams number among the most signifcant developments toward realizing 
the American utopia, though the work is yet to be completed. As Rorty 
makes clear, this civic religion means taking into account moral failings 
as well. One must not deny historical wrongs: the treatment of Native 
Americans, the institution of slavery, and misguided foreign wars are all 
sources of national shame. The traditionalism that Rorty advocates is not 
a crude tribalism that blindly defends all courses of action, however rep-
rehensible, pursued by members of the tradition. He advocates for being 
clear-eyed about the ways in which American practices, institutions, and 
policies have failed to live up to moral ideals. More importantly, he advo-
cates taking action to rectify or correct these wrongs or, at least, to learn 
from them so they are never repeated again. Thus, Rorty calls upon Ameri-
cans to “achieve their country” through actions that fulfll the promise of 
democracy in new and unexpected ways. This work entails living up to 
an enduring commitment to social justice, by promoting generosity to-
ward diference, compassion for the unfortunate, freedom, and communal 
spirit. Altogether, American tradition is represented as something that calls 
for faith and hope. 

While only one might be described as fully secular, I take these exam-
ples to provide evidence that traditionalism fts what we are seeking to 
resolve the spirituality problem. Each shows that it is possible to see one’s 
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tradition as an object of spiritual devotion. Each brings to light the role 
of tradition qua tradition in enhancing moral life. Across cultures and 
societies, traditionalists revere the ways of their predecessors and treat 
them as sacred. They experience tradition as something larger and wiser 
than themselves. They perceive themselves as benefciaries and inheritors 
of age-old patterns of life that were passed down from their predecessors, 
and feel a sense of responsibility to promote and keep them alive for future 
generations. They derive a sense of meaning through their engagement 
with traditional customs and practices and the preservation of traditional 
values and beliefs. Through these activities, they feel connected to some-
thing deep, important, and, above all, good. In other words, traditionalists 
experience tradition as a transcendent good that encompasses morality 
and commands a spiritual love and devotion. Their relationship to moral-
ity is thus infused with a sense of height and depth that enhances moral life 
and motivates greater action. 

Of course, it is one thing to say that traditionalism resolves the spiritu-
ality problem – quite another to understand how it does so. What these 
examples do not do is explain, frst, why spiritual devotion is a legitimate 
response to tradition and, second, how this devotion thereby enhances 
moral life. The questions will be answered in turn. 

3. 

Why is traditionalism a spiritual orientation? That is to say, why is tradi-
tion a legitimate object of spiritual devotion? Spiritual devotion involves 
not just love or passion, but a sense of reverence, awe, and wonder. The 
object of spiritual devotion is not just good, but its goodness is sacred. 
Certainly, tradition is associated with many goods, such as personal rela-
tionships, arts, and institutions, that are worth admiring. But it is unclear 
that such goods can explain a spiritual devotion to tradition as such. For 
traditionalism is not an attitude one takes toward the particular contents 
of a tradition, but to a tradition as a whole. 

We get closer to an explanation when we consider that traditionalism is 
not directed toward any tradition whatsoever, but the tradition perceived 
to be one’s own. Certainly, a person can love and admire another tradi-
tion. In this way, she may be appreciating its humaneness as an objective 
fact. However, such a person would not count as a traditionalist unless 
she came to see herself as belonging to the tradition. We could say that 
traditionalism is “self-dependent” in that it is necessarily directed to an 
“uneliminable egocentric particular.”20 While some traditionalists might 
believe that their love for tradition is based purely on objective assess-
ments of its worth, the more self-aware realize that their attachments are 
primarily dependent on their relationship to tradition rather than any 
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objective features it has. They may admit that they are disposed to seeing 
the objectively good qualities of their tradition precisely because of their 
prior identifcation with it. In fact, there is a natural feedback loop, in 
which their devotion to tradition disposes them to see the good in it and 
seeing the good in tradition reinforces their devotion. But, in the end, the 
traditionalist does not love a tradition simply because it has certain good 
qualities: she loves it because it is hers. The key to appreciating the spir-
itual appeal of tradition lies in understanding its relationship to one’s self. 

To that point, traditionalists often conceive of their tradition through 
the poetic image of roots. A root is a source or origin. In plants, it is also 
the organ of sustenance and nourishment. The organic quality of the meta-
phor is signifcant. A root is not just a starting point, a beginning that is 
left behind once things follow out of it from necessity.21 And it is not a 
foundation, a solid ground upon which one builds.22 Starting points and 
foundations invite understanding and articulation; they are fxed, stable, 
and open to view. In contrast, a root is a living thing that embodies the 
mystery of life. Existing under the surface and extending to barely visible 
tendrils, there is often no way to tell how deep roots are or how far they 
spread. Their entanglements and connections are not visible to the eye. 
Because they are always growing and expanding, they can never be fully 
traced, comprehended, or known. And they are absolutely essential to sus-
tain life. The metaphor of roots expresses the thought that tradition is the 
source of one’s life and the necessary condition of its continuance. 

To unpack this metaphor, I suggest that tradition is an appropriate ob-
ject of what is known as existential gratitude, which is “gratitude not for 
one gift or another but, rather, for one’s very existence and/or life as a 
whole.”23 It is worth noting that ordinary gratitude and a willingness to 
see oneself as the benefciary of tradition – of the particular sacrifces, in-
ventions, or accomplishments of one’s predecessors – is a dominant feature 
of traditionalism. However, existential gratitude is distinct from ordinary 
gratitude, which takes place within social practices of thanking that ac-
knowledge others for particular acts of benevolence. Psychologists classify 
existential gratitude as a form of transpersonal gratitude that is directed 
to “God, to a higher power, or to the cosmos.”24 According to the Ben-
edictine monk David Steindl-Rast, it is a universal, mystical experience, 
or an “experiential communion with transcendental reality,” that defes 
words and concepts: one is spontaneously moved by “the oceanic feel-
ing of universal belonging” and “a willingness to open oneself to given 
reality, to make oneself vulnerable to say an unconditional yes to all that 
is.”25 Thus, he claims, existential gratitude is the “ground zero of religious 
experience.”26 This form of gratitude is most commonly associated with 
theism, where it is directed toward the divine creator and author of all 
things, though it is importantly not limited to theists. Secularists have also 
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reported experiencing such feelings of universal belonging and existential 
vulnerability; some have even seen these experiences as the basis of a sort 
of secular spirituality.27 

If tradition is an appropriate object of existential gratitude, the spiritu-
ality of traditionalism begins to make sense. The traditionalist’s attach-
ment to tradition is deeply self-dependent, but it is not simple self-love. 
Rather, it points far beyond the self and brings to light the fundamental 
contingency of one’s own existence. In conceiving of herself as enrooted 
by tradition, a person recognizes that her life is not a matter of necessity, 
that she is not self-caused. She recognizes that, in a very deep sense, her 
life did not begin at birth, and that it will not end in death. She is moved 
by a profound sense of belonging to something that transcends the self, a 
mysterious source of life that extends into the distant, mythical past and 
points toward an open-ended future. And, since tradition is not a choice or 
decision or anything one earns or deserves, she comes, however implicitly, 
to recognize the limits of her own agency. This recognition naturally in-
duces both humility about one’s own powers and reverence for the source 
of one’s own existence. 

Finally, it is worth noting that one need not consciously represent tra-
dition as the source of one’s existence to be moved by existential grati-
tude. Such gratitude may manifest simply in an unarticulated feeling of 
deep-seated attachment to tradition. Rorty’s claim that the United States 
made possible “a new sort of individual” suggests that his patriotism is 
infected with a sense of existential gratitude.28 The same can be said for 
Native Americans who claim that their ancestors “dreamed” them into 
existence.29 More negatively, it strikes me that existential gratitude – or 
something closely related to it – is behind the sense of ultimate vulner-
ability that people feel when elements of their way of life, such as rituals, 
beliefs, or industries, weaken or come under attack. In these individuals, 
the erosion or destruction of a tradition is experienced as a mortal threat 
to their own existence. 

Thus, moved by a sense of belonging and vulnerability to something 
much bigger than herself, the traditionalist is attuned to the mysterious, 
life-giving power of tradition in the most personal way. In this way, tra-
ditionalism is not dissimilar to religion. In other words, it is a spiritual 
orientation. 

4. 

One might think that claims about existential gratitude to tradition are 
somewhat hyperbolic. Roots are a metaphor, and tradition is not literally 
the source of life. After all, a person must already exist before it is possible 
for her to be initiated into a tradition. If tradition is not the proper object 
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of existential gratitude, it can still be an object of ordinary gratitude. In-
deed, there are many reasons to be profoundly thankful for tradition – 
arts, institutions, holidays, and so on. But none of these are appropriately 
described as the “ground zero of religious experience.”30 In that case, tra-
dition cannot really be described as an object of existential gratitude and, 
hence, spiritual devotion. 

In Chapter 6, I distinguished between a human animal and a bearer 
of humanity. This distinction refects the diference between a biological 
sense of existence and an ethical one. Certainly, part of what it means 
for us humans to exist is to have a biological life. Each of us comes into 
being through biological processes, and as long as we live, we are human 
animals. However, through education and training, we also come into an 
ethical existence that is attributed to our humanity. It is as bearers of hu-
manity that we live in light of purposes and ends that are not determined 
by nature. It is as bearers of humanity that we respond to values such as 
beauty and humor and engage in meaningful pursuits. And it is as bearers 
of humanity that we are members of a moral community, who are held to 
standards of justice, honesty, kindness, and the like. These aspects of our 
existence are arguably more central to who we are than the biological ones. 
Barring conditions of extreme deprivation where bare survival is at stake, 
they are the terms in which we understand ourselves as subjects – that is 
to say, as individuals with roles, purposes, narratives, and trajectories.31 

There is, therefore, a very real sense in which we owe our existence 
to tradition. Adapting a Confucian thought about the importance of cul-
turally transmitted customs, we could say that tradition is that by which 
“humans are humans.”32 We are all born human animals, but our human-
ity is due to tradition. Tradition provides not just the goods that make 
life meaningful or worthwhile, which are the bases of ordinary gratitude, 
but the very possibility of enjoying and living with such goods at all. De-
mocracy, basketball, barbeque, and the Fourth of July, say, are fruits of a 
tradition for which one might be thankful. However, the ability to engage 
with these goods, to pursue and maintain them, and to treat them as ends 
or ideals, is itself an accomplishment that cannot be taken for granted. It is 
not inevitable that one becomes acquainted with these goods, and the fact 
that one did has nothing to do with the causes of one’s biological exist-
ence. It is, instead, attributable to tradition. 

This point is worth emphasizing, for it is a way in which the organic 
nature of the root metaphor is misleading. Unlike root, tradition is not a 
biological concept. It is true that traditions tend to be associated with ra-
cially or genetically similar people. However, a way of life has nothing to 
do with race or genetics. A tradition is not a product of nature, but culture. 
It is not transmitted through genes, but teaching and learning, not real-
ized through untutored instincts, but customs, practices, institutions, arts, 
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languages, and artifacts. This is shown by the fact that any human could 
have been raised in any tradition. Thus, children raised a foreign tradition 
turn out culturally identical to everyone else in their adopted communities. 
And since one’s formation is never entirely complete, deep assimilation 
to another tradition is also always possible.33 Thus, people who think of 
tradition in biological terms are mistaken. Tradition is a phenomenon of 
books, not blood. 

It is only because one is existentially dependent on tradition that cul-
tural genocide, the “systematic destruction of traditions, values, lan-
guage, and other elements that make one group of people distinct from 
another,” is truly a form of genocide.34 This possibility is brought into 
view by Jonathan Lear in his moving account of the Crow, one of a num-
ber of Native American tribes who were forced onto reservations by the 
American government in the late 19th century. Lear’s account centers on 
the claim, voiced by their leader Plenty Coup, that after they moved to 
the reservation, “nothing happened.”35 The problem they faced was not 
that they would literally die, as physical survival would be assured on 
the reservation. There the Crow could continue the activities of biological 
existence – preparing food, eating, sleeping, having and raising children, 
and so forth. The problem was that, because traditional activities would 
become impossible, their lives were to be sapped of meaning and pur-
pose. Ethical, as opposed to biological, existence requires being able to 
realize one’s agency in a world defned by tradition.36 On the reservation, 
the Crow were prevented from conducting their usual business – warring 
with their traditional enemies, planting coup, hunting bufalo. Not only 
did these possibilities end on the reservation, but they became unintel-
ligible. For planting coup or celebrating victory, say, are not just physical 
movements done in space, but actions that “gain [their] identity via [their] 
location in a conceptual world.”37 The political and social changes on the 
reservation prevented the sort of meaningful relations necessary for those 
actions. As a result, the corresponding action concepts became meaning-
less. And without them, the Crow ceased to be able to imagine a future for 
themselves or their people.38 They ceased to exist as Crow subjects since 
there was “nothing left for [them] to do” and “nothing left for [them] to 
deliberate about, intend, or plan for.”39 The death of a tradition means 
the end of what Lear calls “subjectivity,” the possibility of ethical life for 
those who live within it.40 Thus, cultural genocide is not a mere metaphor 
used to express the horror of cultural destruction, but genuinely describes 
the destruction of a kind of bearer of humanity, along with his actions, 
purposes, values, and hopes. 

The vulnerability of the Crow to the loss of tradition is not unique to 
their particular tribal group or, for that matter, Native Americans. Exis-
tential vulnerability afects us all.41 We depend on tradition for the very 
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intelligibility of action. Only within a tradition can a person have a de-
terminate place and identity, a purpose for living and sources of meaning, 
possibilities of success or failure – in short, only within a tradition can a 
person have a life as a bearer of humanity. Tradition is the condition un-
der which it is possible to conceive of and pursue a good at all. As such, 
it has a value that is separate from and more fundamental than anything 
within life itself. Thus, I submit that tradition is an appropriate object of 
existential gratitude. 

5. 

I conclude, then, that, since it consists in devotion to an appropriate object 
of existential gratitude, traditionalism is a spiritual orientation. However, 
the spirituality problem will have been resolved only if it can be estab-
lished that traditionalism can enhance moral life. Accordingly, the goal of 
this section is to show how traditionalism broadens, deepens, and moti-
vates a person’s relationship to morality. 

Begin with the broadening of moral life. Insofar as the traditionalist 
recognizes tradition as something sacred, she opens herself to a class of 
responsibilities and reasons for action that would otherwise go unnoticed. 
To recognize that tradition is sacred is to acknowledge that it holds a sort 
of value that is higher or nobler than ordinary sorts of value. There are 
appropriate and inappropriate ways of responding to this value. For in-
stance, one recognizes that calculations of cost, efciency, or convenience 
will have a limited place in thinking about the normative demands of tra-
dition, and the traditionalist will feel obliged to value, honor, and protect 
certain things – customs, practices, institutions, and so forth – simply be-
cause they are parts of tradition. A straightforward example is the celebra-
tion of holidays. To a tradition skeptic, the Fourth of July is just another 
day in July, and, depending on what she gets out of it, hosting or attending 
a celebration may not be worth the inconvenience and cost. Not so for the 
traditionalist, who sees this celebration as having personal, historical, and 
moral signifcance. Similarly, a traditionalist may attach moral signifcance 
to the proper execution of rituals, the preservation of landmarks, the pro-
tection of language, and so forth. In these ways, the class of duties and 
responsibilities that have a serious and peremptory force is expanded for 
the traditionalist. 

The traditionalist’s insight on the unique and priceless value of her 
own tradition may also sensitize her to the unique and priceless value of 
other traditions. And so her eyes are opened to the ways in which respect 
is owed to traditions besides her own. Most basically, she understands 
the obligation to avoid harming the cultural treasures of other traditions. 
She would understand, for example, why the purposeful destruction of 
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antiquities and cultural heritage sites in war or the vandalism of cultural 
landmarks by tourists is wrong. She would be able to see encroachment on 
the viability of cultural practices as a reason to limit development and re-
source extraction. Her respect for other traditions may also entail positive 
obligations, such as the need to actively preserve the language and culture 
of endangered traditions. In both negative and positive ways, traditional-
ism supports moral concerns that go beyond one’s own tradition. 

In addition, because the appropriate response to sacred things is rever-
ence, love, and devotion, the traditionalist can see traditionalism as itself 
a virtue worth cultivating. Alasdair MacIntyre identifes a virtue of having 
an adequate sense of one’s tradition that “manifests itself in a grasp of 
those future possibilities which the past has made available to the pre-
sent.”42 One gains an adequate sense of tradition through learning history, 
arts, and culture and deepening one’s appreciation for traditional ways. 
If this sort of sensibility is critical to discerning meaningful future possi-
bilities, traditionalism could be viewed as part of moral cultivation. Thus, 
Confucius identifed love of learning as his most distinguishing attribute, 
and cultural refnement is considered central to the Confucian concep-
tion of goodness.43 And it is precisely a virtue of traditionalism, embodied 
in his knowledge and understanding of Crow ways, that enabled Plenty 
Coup to lead his people beyond their loss. No one lacking in this virtue 
could have succeeded in achieving a distinctively Crow future. 

Finally, since tradition is an inherently temporal concept, traditional-
ism broadens the temporal scope of moral concern in at least two ways. 
First, it enlarges the moral community to include those who live outside 
the narrow boundaries of the present.44 The traditionalist feels gratitude 
to her predecessors for their sacrifces and the goods they bestowed, and 
she recognizes an obligation to them to preserve and protect their gifts. 
The activity of preserving and protecting is not simply retrospective but 
prospective, as well. For the traditionalist also understands that members 
of the present generation inherit goods “not as sole benefciaries but as 
persons able to share and pass on such goods to an indefnite run of future 
generations.”45 She thus appreciates a responsibility to future people to, at 
least, maintain the benefts she has inherited, if not also to improve them. 
In addition, traditionalism expands the temporal scope of moral action. 
Some moral projects – say, the American problem of race or economic 
disparity – last longer than a lifetime and cannot be solved in one gen-
eration. Such projects cannot be tackled without a considerable amount 
of historical knowledge, as well as an appreciation of the ways in which 
particular narratives and ideals can make sense of the proverbial “arc of 
history.” The traditionalist is more equipped than others to contribute to 
such projects because she can see her actions within a context that extends 
well past her own life. 
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Beyond broadening, traditionalism can also deepen moral life. To see 
this, consider how appeals to tradition are often used to support moral 
causes. We see the appeal to tradition in American abolitionists, such as 
Frederick Douglass and Angelina Grimké, who drew on the frst princi-
ples of the republic to argue for the end of slavery. Over a century later, 
Martin Luther King, Jr. appealed to the values of multiple, overlapping 
traditions – American tradition as articulated in its founding documents, 
the Western tradition of critical thought as initiated by Socrates, and 
the religious tradition of Christianity – to argue for civil rights.46 In his 
eyes, the lunch-counter protests and, more generally, the peaceful demon-
strations being waged around the South were nothing but extensions of 
American tradition: 

I knew that as they were sitting in, they were really standing up for 
the best in the American dream, and taking the whole nation back to 
those great wells of democracy which were dug deep by the Founding 
Fathers in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.47 

There is a reason the likes of Douglass and King are considered Ameri-
can patriots: it is not despite, but because of their moral critiques. 

Such appeals to tradition refect a truth about moral causes. Simone 
Weil, who sees this truth refected in the way that French trade-unionism 
drew on the spirit of medieval guilds, explains: 

The future brings us nothing, gives us nothing; it is we who in order 
to build it have to give it everything, our very life. But to be able to 
give, one has to possess; and we possess no other life, no other living 
sap, than the treasures stored up from the past and digested, assimi-
lated, and created afresh by us. Of all the human soul’s needs, none 
is more vital than this one of the past.48 

Although moral progress looks to the future, it is a mistake to neglect 
the past. For the principles and values with which we criticize the present 
are themselves inheritances of tradition, and our sense of what needs to 
be done is inevitably based in the lessons of history. We do not arrive at 
historical moments as blank slates. Without an already established sense 
of value, we have nothing to draw upon when action is called for. Any 
meaningful future for oneself must be based in the achievements in one’s 
past. This is why the Lakota leader Russell Means rejected the use of Eu-
ropean concepts, however well-intentioned, to defend the rights of Native 
Americans at the end of the 20th century: “The strength for this efort can 
only come from the traditional ways, the traditional values that our elders 
retain. It must come from the hoop, the four directions, the relations.”49 
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The way forward for his people would have to come from within their 
own tradition. 

The truth is that moral life is embedded in tradition, and its vitality 
or “sap” comes from tradition itself. Morality is not something that we 
engage or do on its own. It is, rather, part of living within a community of 
people with whom one must navigate social roles that are determined by 
history, coordinate an embodied existence that has been shaped by culture, 
and cooperate in the service of myriad communal ends. It is always con-
ducted in a particular language and couched in terms of what are known 
as “thick concepts.”50 Unlike concepts such as right and wrong, thick con-
cepts both describe and evaluate the world, and these descriptions and 
evaluations are inextricably bound up with cultural markers. Moral ideals, 
claims, and values are interwoven both with and in myths, historical nar-
ratives, artistic representations, political events, social conventions, and 
personal etiquette. Thus, there is no such thing as a purely moral act or de-
cision, with no admixture of the non-moral, in the wild. Embedded within 
narratives, customs, practices, institutions, and artifacts, every moral act 
or decision is at the same time, and to varying degrees, aesthetic, histori-
cal, social, economic, political, and more. In other words, morality is an 
exercise within a traditional way of living. 

Of course, it is possible to use the language of universal ideals, princi-
ples, and values in the conduct of moral life. Sometimes this sort of rheto-
ric can be clarifying or, at least, efective. Nevertheless, they are properly 
seen as abstractions from the thicket of ideas that animate life more gener-
ally. Michael Oakeshott describes them as the “sediment” that remains 
after tradition, “the liquid in which our moral ideals were suspended,” 
has been drawn of and poured away.51 Free from the complications and 
contingencies of real life, one might be tempted to see the purity of these 
abstractions as evidence of their fundamentality. But it is, in fact, the other 
way around. They are the product of refection and reasoning, processes 
of refnement that attempt to lay bare the essence of specifcally moral 
goodness. Insofar as it purports to grasp the essential, this work has the 
appearance of progress. But it has in fact removed the substance that holds 
everything in place, leaving behind a “dry and gritty” residue of favorless 
moral abstraction.52 This is why, for the purposes of moral education, 
good literature is far more useful than moral philosophy. It is in the living 
embodiment of a person – an individual with a character and identity that 
can only be produced through a tradition – that the fullness of goodness, 
as well as badness, comes to light. Anyone who knows only principles and 
ideals will not get very far in the conduct of moral life, as supposedly tradi-
tion-free norms are only intelligible against the background of a tradition. 

Insofar as she is attuned to the background of moral life, the tradi-
tionalist will thus have a much deeper sense of values. Due to her love 
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of and devotion to tradition, she is in a better position to appreciate the 
signifcance of moral ideals and the fullness of moral reality. Her moral 
sensibility is enlivened by an awareness of the cultural signifcance of val-
ues, narratives and myths, heroes and exemplars, historical struggles and 
triumphs. So, an American traditionalist, say, is not devoted to anything 
as abstract and bloodless as democracy or justice. Her values are interwo-
ven with a particular brand of American individualism, which extols the 
“self-made man” and an uncompromising pursuit of personal freedom.53 

The values of democracy are modeled by the likes of Benjamin Franklin, 
Abraham Lincoln, and Susan B. Anthony, justice by Sojourner Truth and 
Frederick Douglass. They are celebrated in the poetry of Whitman, given 
character by the prose of Dewey, and reanimated in the speeches of Martin 
Luther King, Jr. They are manifested in various shades and hues in the me-
tropolises of New York City and Los Angeles, industrial towns across the 
midwest and the American heartland, enmeshed within the cultural web 
of American music, flm, television, sporting events, national parks, cook-
outs, block parties, holidays, families, friendships, neighborhood associa-
tions, schools, and churches. That is to say, the traditionalist’s conceptions 
of democracy and justice have a specifcally American character, and they 
are inextricably integrated into the experience of her life as a whole. Simi-
lar descriptions could be given for Confucian, Native American, or any 
other sort of traditionalist. 

Finally, due to her love of tradition, the traditionalist has special mo-
tivation to pursue moral goodness. Though traditionalists are attuned to 
many aspects of their traditions, the parts that relate to morality are par-
ticularly salient. Morality is central to every tradition, and among all its 
contents, moral values, ideals, principles, and achievements are arguably 
most signifcant.54 This is why nothing is a greater source of pride to a tra-
ditionalist than moral accomplishment and nothing more shameful than 
moral failure. It is also why traditionalism is so often associated with the 
vigorous defense of moral values. It is no accident, for example, that the 
champions of workers’ rights have more often been traditionalists than 
non-traditionalists.55 An acute sensitivity to how moral values are inter-
twined in their way of life spurs traditionalists to a kind of “radicalism”: 
moral movements “take place when people who do have something to de-
fend…confront social transformations which threaten to take all that from 
them and thus leave them nothing to lose.”56 Morality is not just a set of 
requirements for the traditionalist, but something that is deeply implicated 
in something she loves. She is strongly motivated to moral action because 
she is clear about what she has to lose, and it is not just moral values. 

Thus, the traditionalist’s devotion to tradition contributes to the broad-
ening and deepening of moral life, and it infuses morality with a sense 
of urgency. In this way, she resembles the theist, whose relationship to 
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morality is inextricable from her faith. My claim is not that the tradition-
alist is necessarily morally better than others. For that matter, neither is 
the theist. But for secularists who seek a spiritual connection to goodness, 
tradition is a viable alternative. 

6. 

Although traditionalists are more common than one might imag-
ine, non-traditionalists abound in the modern, secular West. By “non-
traditionalist,” I mean a person who is unwilling or unable to appreciate 
the good of his particular way of life. Just as traditionalism, non-tradi-
tionalism includes a spectrum of attitudes. It can manifest, at one end, in 
a mere indiference to tradition or, at the other, in a rabid opposition and 
rejection. Regardless of where he falls on the spectrum, the non-tradition-
alist rejects or is blind to a dimension of reality and, in particular, moral 
reality that is not only practically signifcant, but spiritually nourishing. 
Accordingly, we should expect that his experience of moral life will difer 
from that of the traditionalist along the lines that James used to distin-
guish religious and secular morality – as a “contrast between the ethics of 
infnite and mysterious obligations from on high, and those of prudence 
and the satisfaction of merely fnite need.”57 To complete our discussion, 
it is worth considering how non-traditionalism may show up in the actual 
conduct of moral life. 

First, for those unable to appreciate the greater horizon of tradition, 
moral action may seem disconnected from history and culture, art and 
leisure, humor, wonder, and much else that people fnd meaningful in life. 
The non-traditionalist may thus be prone to experience tension between 
morality and meaning, which is an unsettling experience that could make 
moral goods seem less appealing and psychic harmony more elusive. Seek-
ing release from the humorless yoke of moral obligation, he may even 
argue for the superiority of the weaker standard of “decency” as a more 
reasonable goal that balances meaning and morality.58 And this is danger-
ous terrain. For although the pursuit of decency may be engaged with the 
best of intentions, it is unfortunately hindered by the very human tendency 
to overestimate our moral qualities.59 Thus, non-traditionalism can lay the 
groundwork for moral mediocrity, or what James calls the “don’t care” 
mood. 

Then again, the non-traditionalist may also decide that morality is 
worth the sacrifce of personal meaning. But since he does not see moral 
action as essentially part of a richer cultural inheritance, he might be in-
clined to a sort of do-gooderism that requires the sacrifce of all non-moral 
goods to the greater good of morality. Exclusively focused on moral needs, 
his life may become, in Oakeshott’s words, “a jerky, discontinuous afair, 



 

 
 

The Spirituality of Tradition 141 

the solution of a stream of problems, the mastery of a succession of cri-
ses.”60 And blind to the insight of traditional wisdom, he may turn to 
calculation and quantitative analysis as the most efective tools for moral 
action. His moral eforts may indeed be described as strenuous, but they 
could also be described as stingy, tight, and unimaginative. His goodness 
will lack beauty and joy. 

Even worse, a morally strenuous non-traditionalist may take up the 
cause of pure principles and ideals. Next to the purity of principles and 
ideals, tradition, which inevitably contains a mixture of good and bad, 
may come to be seen as impure and retrograde. So this non-traditionalist 
may positively reject the wisdom of tradition, which is attentive to com-
plexity and tempered with caution, as evil and wrong. And instead he 
may take up ideology, which is based on exacting standards of correctness 
that are abstracted from the living contexts in which they belong. This is 
the recipe for moral fanaticism. Because the world can never live up to its 
standards, this position calls for extreme measures, up to and including 
violence. Punitive and unforgiving, the goodness of this non-traditionalist 
is terrifying. 

In these descriptions, I am referring, of course, to characters that we 
met in Part One. Earlier I argued that they embody forms of spiritual ma-
laise; we can now see how they might be linked to indiference to or the re-
jection of tradition. To be clear, I am not saying that all non-traditionalists 
fall into these categories. But I do think that, given tendencies inherent in 
the human psyche, certain moral psychological dangers are likely to ac-
company the rejection or neglect of tradition. It is likely no accident that 
a growing sense that “goodness is no longer a good thing” accompanies 
a general loss of traditional ways.61 And it is, I think, relevant that real 
life do-gooders tend to shun cultural enrichment – music, cuisine, art, and 
so forth – as wasteful luxuries. Finally, it is telling that, beginning with 
the French Revolution and through the radical political movements of the 
20th century, moral fanatics have time and again taken it upon themselves 
to destroy books and culture, to erase history, smash tradition, and begin 
anew. We should not be surprised that non-traditionalism leads to such 
results. For, though he may not realize it, the non-traditionalist is alien-
ated from the deepest and oldest sources of the self. He fails to appreciate 
the web of concerns and projects that connects him to myriad people of a 
distant past and an unknown future. He is closed to an infnite, mysterious 
reality that exists right before his eyes. This alienation and closedness may 
show up in moral life, but not only there. For if humans indeed have an 
“ineradicable bent to respond to something beyond life,” the craving for 
transcendence is not just important for morality.62 

In the previous section, I argued that the traditionalist will have a 
broader, deeper, and richer sense of moral life than a non-traditionalist. 
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Now we can see how she is less susceptible to some of the moral psycho-
logical dangers that face the latter. Since the meaning she derives from 
her engagement with tradition is akin to religious meaning, she is less 
susceptible to experiencing morality as a source of tension. Morality is 
not a dry duty that conficts with the other things that give her life mean-
ing, but rather one of the fnest expressions of something she deeply loves. 
Consequently, she is less likely to feel torn between these goods. In her 
pursuit of moral ends, the traditionalist will be more likely to draw on 
the wisdom of her predecessors. This wisdom, far subtler than calculative 
techniques and more nuanced than ideology, will better equip her to face 
complex moral challenges. And while she will be strongly committed to 
moral values, she will also be more likely to resist extremist impulses be-
cause tradition is not a set of principles, but a whole that contains some 
mystery. Of course, the traditionalist is not immune to moral danger; I 
will consider some of these dangers in the next chapter. But she is inocu-
lated against some of the moral dangers that are common in the modern, 
secular world. 

7. 

Thus, tradition provides a resolution to the spirituality problem. As a 
way of life that elevates the human animal into a bearer of humanity, 
tradition is a transcendent good that both encompasses morality and 
exceeds it. Because it is the source of ethical life, it is worthy of exis-
tential gratitude and, hence, a kind of spiritual devotion. This devotion 
can infuse moral life with a sense of breadth, depth, and urgency that 
is otherwise difcult to achieve. Tradition poses no challenge to the 
metaphysical commitments of the secularist, for it is decidedly non-
supernatural and this-worldly. But because it is not a perfection, its 
normative demands are open-ended enough to allow for the note of 
infnitude and mystery. For these reasons, I propose that tradition ap-
proximates for secularists the moral signifcance that God has for the 
theist. 

Of course, this solution is only efective if traditionalism is a sustainable 
possibility. And traditionalism is not especially popular among secularists 
in the modern West. Insofar as I aim to reach the latter, I need to acknowl-
edge that the obstacles to traditionalism are considerable. In particular, I 
will be concerned to address two main categories of objections. Chapter 8 
will consider various worries about the morality of traditionalism, and 
Chapter 9 will address skepticism about the possibility of authentic en-
gagement with tradition in a globalized world. 
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8 The Morality of Traditionalism 

1. 

Over the last two chapters, I have proposed traditionalism, or the love of 
and devotion to tradition, as a resolution to the spirituality problem. This 
proposal is exemplifed by traditionalists, who conceive of their values in 
light of ways of life that have been passed down from their predecessors. 
In a deep sense, their experience is better proof than any philosophical 
argument could be. But I also realize that not everyone shares these ex-
periences. On the contrary, many people are skeptical of tradition and 
traditionalism. This chapter and the next tackle what I regard as the most 
important reasons to be concerned. 

Here, I want to consider objections to the morality of traditionalism. 
For the most part, the objections stem from the fact that traditionalism 
seems to be a form of loyalty. That is to say, traditionalism disposes a 
person to act in ways to defend and protect her own tradition. Of course, 
loyalty is considered by many people to be a virtue. But unlike virtues such 
as kindness or honesty, loyalty’s status as a virtue is contested. For one 
thing, loyalty can create blind spots that compromise judgment. It can also 
provide incentives to act immorally. A person who excuses her friend’s 
cruelty or assists in covering up a crime out of loyalty may be a great 
friend, but she also does not deserve moral praise, at least not unequivo-
cally. And while loyalty in personal relationships is often viewed as rather 
innocuous, loyalty to broader, less personal entities such as countries and 
nations is viewed by many as unfounded and pernicious. Though there are 
important diferences between them, traditionalism can take the form of 
patriotism or nationalism.1 Thus, the moral arguments against loyalty – 
and patriotism and nationalism, in particular – can be brought against 
traditionalism.2 

In what follows, I will consider four objections, mostly adapted from 
objections to patriotism and nationalism, that concern the morality of tra-
ditionalism: traditionalism violates the universality of morality, prevents 
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moral progress, requires bad faith, and represents a form of idolatry. Let 
me concede at the outset that any of these charges could be true of particu-
lar traditionalists. Like most, if not all, life-orienting commitments, tradi-
tionalism carries certain moral risks, and it would be foolish to deny that 
damage has ever been done in the name of tradition. Still, I believe that the 
dangers can be mitigated and that the benefts are worth the risks. Thus, 
by way of addressing these objections, I will also be attempting to distin-
guish between good and bad traditionalism – that is to say, to carve out 
a space for a respectable form of traditionalism, one that may elevate the 
quality of moral life in the ways described in the previous chapter without 
falling prey to common moral dangers. 

2. 

One objection to traditionalism is that it violates the universality of moral-
ity. Traditionalism involves giving special consideration to one particular 
tradition – and its customs, practices, members, and so forth – over others 
simply because it is one’s own. Many will fnd this diferential treatment 
unjust. Martha Nussbaum, who calls her view “cosmopolitanism,” gives 
voice to a similar critique about patriotism, claiming that the identifcation 
with one’s country is a “morally questionable move of self-defnition by a 
morally irrelevant characteristic.”3 The cosmopolitan conceives of moral 
relevance in terms of universal capacities for reason and moral choice, 
which she takes to constitute the “humanity of all human beings.”4 In con-
trast, citizenship in a country is morally irrelevant because it is based on an 
accident of birth or circumstance. According to the cosmopolitan, patriot-
ism is a form of tribalism that, like racism, arbitrarily favors one group of 
people over others.5 It is not hard to see how this argument could apply 
to traditionalism, as one’s membership in a tradition is no less accidental 
than citizenship. One inherits a tradition through no choice of one’s own, 
and the diference between being in one tradition rather than another is 
arbitrary. Favoring tradition is thus a morally questionable move. 

The crucial premise in this objection is that being a member of one tra-
dition (rather than another) is a morally irrelevant characteristic. A brief 
summary of an earlier discussion of tradition will serve to explain why I 
reject this premise.6 While I accept humanity as that in virtue of which 
humans participate in moral life, I maintain the view that humanity is 
necessarily mediated by tradition. No human being comes into the world 
in possession of humanity, but rather acquires it through initiation into a 
tradition that delimits concrete possibilities of thought and action. Pos-
sibilities of moral thought and action, in particular, are cast in terms of 
culturally specifc concepts that refect the interests and concerns of a his-
torical community, realized through culturally specifc customs, practices, 
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and institutions that regulate shared life, and embodied in a material 
culture comprised of culturally specifc artifacts. Morality as it is lived – 
including reason as it is exercised and moral choice as it is deliberated – is 
always realized in culturally specifc ways. It is not possible to be a moral 
agent outside a tradition. Thus, far from being morally irrelevant, tradi-
tion is morally indispensable. Special attention to and consideration for 
one’s tradition is not only not morally questionable, but possibly even 
virtuous. 

However, the gist of this objection does not concern the metaethical 
question of what constitutes one’s moral identity, but the diferential treat-
ment of people. That is, the real problem is not that the traditionalist 
regards tradition as morally relevant per se, but rather that she takes this 
to justify giving special weight or value to her own tradition. In this way, 
traditionalism seems to justify treating other traditions, including their 
people, institutions, practices, rituals, and artifacts, as morally inferior, 
or even outside the scope of morality itself. This objection concerns the 
treatment and moral standing of outsiders. Indeed, one reason the cosmo-
politan critique is so powerful is because patriotism, nationalism, and the 
like have, as a matter of fact, led to violence, hatred, and the dehumaniza-
tion of other groups – the World Wars of last century and ongoing ethnic 
conficts in Africa and the Middle East being obvious examples. At the 
very least, group loyalty is linked to a vicious indiference about the needs 
and interests of other peoples. Thus, the patriotic slogan “America First” 
is seen by many to justify the harsh treatment of immigrants and refugees 
from other countries. Since these movements are plausibly instances of or 
animated by traditionalism, it seems that the critique can be extended to 
traditionalists. 

In response, I say that “outsider” is itself a moral category. Every tradi-
tion that is self-aware enough to see itself as one among others has some 
way of acknowledging the moral status of outsiders. This does not mean 
that the treatment of outsiders will be peaceful, benevolent, or beyond 
reproach. Outsiders can be a subjugated people, as many nations were 
to the ancient Romans, or they can be enemies, as the Sioux were to the 
Crow. While one might disapprove of their treatment, these people were 
still aforded some kind of moral standing and, perhaps, not an inferior 
sort. After all, “enemy” can be a title of respect.7 It is also true that outsid-
ers can be treated as friends and neighbors, competitors and collaborators, 
sources and recipients of assistance, and objects of respect and admira-
tion. The issue is not that outsiders are always treated respectfully or that 
the conferral of moral status is, in itself, sufcient to escape the charge of 
chauvinism. Rather, the mere distinction between insiders and outsiders 
tells us nothing; diferent treatment need not be worse treatment. Thus, 
traditionalism does not logically require that its adherents treat or think of 
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other traditions as morally inferior or unworthy of respect and considera-
tion. Every tradition must negotiate the question of how to treat outsiders, 
and it should do so, by its own lights, in as morally sound a way possible. 

Of course, some societies – particularly, those with a cosmopolitan 
bent – reject the distinction between insider and outsider, claiming instead 
to embrace a moral framework based on universalist values. However, 
such values presuppose a distinctive kind of traditionalism. Thus, speaking 
to audiences in modern, liberal democracies, John Kleinig defends patriot-
ism by noting that the moral aspirations of the patriot tend to be univer-
salist: “[m]ost likely, these will map or refect universalist moral values – 
such as the rule of law, democratic institutions, cultural vibrancy, and 
so on.”8 Even more likely, he thinks, is that these universal values will 
be represented with “distinctive specifcations of such universalist moral 
values – democracy American style or an Australianized version of the rule 
of law.”9 So even Nussbaum observes that the “values on which Ameri-
cans may most justly pride themselves are, in a deep sense, Stoic values: 
respect for human dignity and the opportunity for each person to pursue 
happiness.”10 These are all implicitly appeals to tradition. What they show 
is that the embrace and defense of cosmopolitan values can itself be a kind 
of traditionalism. 

Indeed, it is critical that cosmopolitans see their commitments in that 
light. Without a consciousness of tradition, they are particularly suscepti-
ble to one of Nussbaum’s criticisms of patriots, which is that they wrongly 
come to see the way they live as “neutral,” “normal,” and “natural.”11 

A blend of ancient Greek, Christian, and Enlightenment thinking, the 
modern cosmopolitan perspective – at least, Nussbaum’s version – is not 
neutral, normal, and natural, but rooted in a broadly Western tradition. 
And it is important to recognize that not all societies share this perspec-
tive. Some societies see moral signifcance in their historical and cultural 
particularities, as Confucians do with respect to the rituals they inherited 
from the ancient Zhou and certain Native Americans do with respect to 
their ancestors. A cosmopolitan might see no morally relevant distinction 
between herself and members of these traditions, but that does not mean 
that their self-conceptions are illegitimate. To this point, it is worth not-
ing that the imposition of universalistic values on other cultures has not 
always gone well; cosmopolitanism can be chauvinistic as well. 

Thus, societies have diferent attitudes toward tradition. Some socie-
ties are self-conscious of themselves as inheritors of particular traditions 
and deliberately cultivate traditionalism. While they distinguish between 
insiders and outsiders, members of these traditions need not fail to respect 
others. However, cosmopolitan societies do not conceive of themselves 
as inheritors of particular traditions. In these societies, tradition will be 
treated as a morally irrelevant feature, and it will be unacceptable to make 
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moral distinctions on the basis of tradition. Nevertheless, the cosmopoli-
tan can still be eager to defend the values and to honor and protect the 
structures of a universalist conception of morality that is, in fact, the fruit 
of a robust tradition.12 That is to say, she can still be a traditionalist, as 
some infuential cosmopolitans are, even if she is not self-consciously so. In 
that case, traditionalism can support a culturally rich, fully realized vision 
of universal morality. Either way, the universalist objection to traditional-
ism does not succeed. 

3. 

A conclusion one might draw from the previous discussion is that tradi-
tionalism can be innocuous or even positive when it supports morally good 
traditions, such as the tradition that gives rise to cosmopolitan morality. 
But what about traditions whose specifc practices and institutions fail 
to respect others or advocate brutality and oppression? Human sacrifce, 
say, was a central part of traditional Aztec religion, and ancient Roman 
punishments were horrifcally cruel. Modern examples court controversy. 
Sufce to say that certain traditions are criticized today for being “uncivi-
lized” due to their treatment of women, gays, racial or religious minorities, 
and the poor and uneducated. One might object that it is morally wrong, 
if not outright evil, to be devoted to those traditions. In that case, there 
are at least some cases in which traditionalism is wrong: it is wrong in the 
context of morally bad traditions. 

It is not clear what it means to say that a tradition is itself morally 
bad or, for that matter, morally good. Spanning countless generations and 
comprehending the whole of life, traditions are complex entities – far too 
complex to be judged in such sweeping terms. Moreover, it does not make 
sense to say that any particular feature could be so awful as to render an 
entire tradition completely bad. Something like that might be said of an 
organization, in which it is possible to subordinate everything within it to 
a circumscribed end. An organization dedicated to the torture of animals 
is positively evil, and it would be wrong to support it. But, as a way of life, 
a tradition has no such coherence or structure. There are no overarching 
purposes, no fnal ends that could subsume everything else. A tradition is 
capacious enough to include any number of morally bad things, but it is 
not the sort of thing that can be morally bad in itself. So, it does not make 
sense to say that the tradition, as a whole, is morally bad. 

I suspect that wholesale condemnations are actually responses to spe-
cifc bad contents such as the ideology of national socialism, the institution 
of slavery, human sacrifce, or foot binding. This clarifcation sets up a 
more precise version of the objection: traditionalism is wrong insofar as it 
disposes a person to defend morally bad values, beliefs, customs, practices, 



 The Morality of Traditionalism 151 

institutions, and so forth. For instance, slavery was considered a normal 
part of American life until the abolitionist movement started gaining trac-
tion, at which point it became possible to debate the merits or, as the case 
stands, the demerits of the practice. Many people defended slavery as part 
of their way of life and were even willing to die for the cause. Insofar as 
they saw themselves as defending a way of life (as opposed, say, to a cheap 
source of labor), their actions might be considered an expression of tradi-
tionalism. This expression of traditionalism deserves criticism. 

In essence, this objection takes issue with what might be described as 
the conservative character of traditionalism. The traditionalist is conserva-
tive in that she seeks to maintain a way of life that has been passed down 
by her predecessors. She recognizes the wisdom and authority of prec-
edence and cumulative experience. She does not seek change simply for 
the sake of novelty or variety, and there are certain sorts of change and 
certain ways of bringing it about that she will resist. It is not difcult to 
see how these features could lead a traditionalist to defend the indefensible 
or, at the very least, to stand in the way of moral progress. This revised 
version of the objection is further reaching than the original one, for every 
tradition contains some morally objectionable contents. Thus, some might 
conclude that, insofar as it stands in the way of moral progress, tradition-
alism is always bad. That is to say, it is always wrong to be devoted to 
tradition qua tradition. 

This criticism presupposes the idea that traditions are fxed, and their 
bad contents beyond criticism or revision. That view is false. As I argued in 
a previous chapter, traditions have no essences.13 That is to say, a tradition 
is not adequately conceived as an ideal form, but rather as a way of life. Its 
identity depends on a style or manner of living that is essentially undefn-
able, and its continued viability requires the continuous work of “creative 
rejuvenation.”14 Thus, a tradition – at least, a healthy tradition – is always 
changing in response to new contexts and circumstances, including new 
ways of thinking about the past and present. This means that there is noth-
ing within a tradition that is immune to revision or even elimination, and 
nothing that cannot become the object of critical scrutiny and criticism. 
For this reason, those who seek to essentialize a tradition with respect to 
some feature or other – racism or slavery, say – make a mistake about 
what a tradition is. The fact that certain values, customs, practices, or 
institutions are or were previously part of a tradition does not mean they 
will be so in the future. Thus, in embracing her tradition, the traditionalist 
need not defend the perpetuation of bad contents. 

Indeed, she should not. Of course, it is possible to be the kind of tra-
ditionalist that stubbornly clings to the old ways, blindly accepting what 
came before as the standard for what must come next. However, this at-
titude is ultimately self-undermining. Love and devotion to a tradition 
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entails, at least, the desire to protect and maintain it, to keep it alive, so 
to speak. Insofar as it contains a moral outlook, every tradition has re-
sources with which to correct itself, and members of a tradition are able 
to criticize, as well as to improve, their tradition where it has fallen short. 
This criticism is paramount for the maintenance of the tradition. A tradi-
tion that does not change in response to ever-evolving circumstances and 
insights will not be long for this world, and the work of correction is part 
of this process. That is to say, moral progress is one way in which a tradi-
tion maintains itself. 

The continuation of a tradition depends, in no small part, on the ability 
of its members to protect it from the forces of corruption. Those forces 
are diverse and manifold, though a particularly acute threat is posed by 
moral corruption. The perpetuation of bad values, customs, practices, 
institutions, and the like creates harmful divisions and weakens solidar-
ity between people, both within and without a tradition. For example, it 
was the moral scourge of slavery that led to the American Civil War, and 
the United States’s questionable involvement in the Vietnam War was the 
frst of numerous ill-conceived entanglements that have tested the faith of 
American traditionalists. Perhaps more importantly, moral corruption un-
dermines the faith and pride that must exist among members of a tradition 
in order for it to endure.15 The continued existence of a tradition depends 
on its members believing in its goodness, since people who think that their 
tradition is worthless or evil will not want to contribute to its survival. 
On the other hand, no tradition will be destroyed by the removal of bad 
values, customs, practices, or institutions. Moral progress does not make 
tradition, on the whole, less viable. Thus, it is a necessary implication of 
being a traditionalist that one seeks to promote the good and eliminate 
the bad. 

If this is correct, traditionalism requires the possession and exercise 
of certain virtues. The traditionalist needs the courage to face the truth 
about her tradition even when it is ugly and unfavorable. She needs pow-
ers of critical reasoning to evaluate her tradition in a fair and unprejudiced 
way, as well as practical wisdom to discern what changes, if any, might 
be needed. And since there is no way to know antecedently what kind of 
change any particular tradition can or cannot withstand, she must also 
be imaginative, open-minded, and experimental about what is possible. 
These features will likely sound surprising to those who associate tradition 
with conservatism. Nevertheless, it is telling that those thinkers who are 
most intellectually serious about traditionalism – even conservatives by 
their own thinking – tend to deny that tradition is rigid or static.16 Clinging 
to old ways in the face of needed adaptations is not a way of supporting 
tradition, but of weakening it. Thus, traditionalism at its best can be a 
force for moral change. 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The Morality of Traditionalism 153 

In short, since traditionalists are committed to improving their tradi-
tions, and rejecting those contents that turn out to be irredeemably bad 
and evil, the objection of conservativism does not succeed. 

4. 

My answer to the previous objection asserted the possibility of a “good 
traditionalism” that is appropriately self-critical and open-minded. An-
other objection, which is adapted from Simon Keller’s argument against 
patriotism, casts doubt on that possibility. According to Keller, the patriot 
believes that “there is something about her country that is distinctive, cen-
tral, enduring, and good,” and this assessment is at least partially moti-
vated by her identifcation with the country or the sense that it is hers.17 

The problem, he says, is that this motivation cannot be admitted, for 
“[t]o admit to any such motivation would be to admit that the belief is not 
formed in response only to the evidence and, hence, to undermine the cred-
ibility of the belief and the integrity of the loyalty that depends upon it.”18 

Instead, he claims, the patriot holds that her belief is based in “an unbiased 
set of opinions about the nature of her own country plus some neutrally 
endorsed criteria for what properties of countries count as valuable.”19 

That is to say, she deceives herself about the nature of her commitment to 
and beliefs about her country. Keller describes this self-deception as bad 
faith. This same argument can be transposed to the traditionalist, who 
believes that her tradition is objectively worthy of love and devotion. She 
believes that there is something fundamentally good about her tradition, 
when this belief is primarily based on the fact that it is hers. She would 
not feel the same about any other tradition, no matter how good or, even, 
how much better it was. Accordingly, traditionalism necessarily manifests 
an intellectual vice. So, “good traditionalism,” which requires the capac-
ity to make good faith judgments about one’s own tradition, is nearly 
impossible. 

We must again acknowledge the kernel of truth in this objection. There 
are certainly traditionalists whose beliefs about their traditions manifest 
wishful thinking rather than truth and who resist any evidence that could 
undermine their view of things. This sort of failing may even be com-
mon among traditionalists, though, for my purposes, it had better not be 
necessary. To this point, it is worth noting that Keller acknowledges that 
patriots are not necessarily disposed to bad faith. His more careful claim is 
only that there is an “internal connection” between the two.20 In order to 
meet the objection, I need to establish that there is no internal connection 
between bad faith and traditionalism.21 

On Keller’s account, the internal connection seems to be supplied by 
the premise that the traditionalist cannot admit that she is motivated by 
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personal reasons to think well of her tradition. This connection is broken 
once we allow that she can make such an admission of her motivations. 
Keller acknowledges what is essentially this same possibility in the case 
of the loving parent: a parent who admits that she is motivated to think 
well of her child can believe that her child has good qualities without bad 
faith.22 The diference, he suggests, is that the parent does not feel the 
need to cover up her motivation, whereas the traditionalist does. That is, 
he thinks that the traditionalist needs to convince herself that her love is 
entirely based on merit. 

But why must admitting that one has any motive to think well of some-
thing undermine the credibility of one’s beliefs? Doubt is appropriate if 
one’s beliefs are entirely or even mostly motivated by a desire to think well 
of something. However, an admission of some motivation to think well 
of something – more commonly couched as the desire to “see the best” in 
something – does not pose the same problem. Indeed, this admission can 
lend greater credibility to the beliefs because it signals a degree of self-
awareness on the part of the believer. This is why the parent’s assessment 
of her child gains rather than loses credence when she explicitly recog-
nizes her bias. While the judgment of a complete stranger with no personal 
investment might, in some instances, be more credible, it is simply not 
true that the judgment of a partial party is automatically untrustworthy, 
especially when the partiality is appropriately acknowledged. Of course, 
there are reasons why the judgments of partial parties are not appropriate 
in certain public contexts, but the objection of bad faith is not a concern 
about public contexts. It is, rather, about the psychological state of the 
traditionalist vis-a-vis beliefs about her own tradition. If the traditionalist 
feels no need to disguise her motivations, she need not engage in bad faith. 

Keller seems to think that the traditionalist cannot maintain her loy-
alty to tradition without disguising her motivations to think well of it. 
This is because he assumes that loyalty to tradition, as opposed to one’s 
child, must be based on beliefs that are formed “in response only to the 
evidence,” or based on “an unbiased set of opinions…plus some neutrally 
endorsed criteria for what…count as valuable.”23 A parent can love her 
child even if he has no objectively good qualities and all her beliefs about 
his goodness are undermined by the evidence.24 Keller thinks that the same 
does not hold for a traditionalist, whose loyalty must be solely based on a 
“substantive evaluative endorsement” generated through a neutral delib-
eration if it is to be justifed.25 As an example of a correctly formed loyalty, 
he points to the responsible choice of a political party, in which a person 
learns about its platform and compares it against a set of neutrally estab-
lished values before deciding to join. The recognition of personal motiva-
tions is a problem because they suggest that one’s loyalty is not the product 
of a purely neutral deliberation. 
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There are two things to say about this position. First, developing neu-
trally endorsed criteria for loyalty is non-trivial. For instance, since po-
litical parties themselves embody values, it is unclear how it would be 
possible to establish criteria that do not already incline a person one way 
rather than another. One’s decisions on “neutrally endorsed criteria” 
about the social safety net, say, or free markets are essentially already 
decisions about which political party to support. The challenge of arriving 
at neutrally endorsed criteria is even more acute for traditions (or coun-
tries), for there is no place of neutrality outside of tradition from which it 
is possible to develop such criteria.26 Not only is every person necessarily a 
member of some tradition or other, but tradition is the ultimate ground of 
one’s capacity to value. This does not mean that one must automatically 
endorse all values as they are inherited, since critical scrutiny is always 
possible. However, the process of scrutiny is necessarily Neurathian in 
that it proceeds from within tradition, holding some elements fxed while 
evaluating the credentials of others. In evaluating traditions, there are no 
neutrally endorsed criteria for what is valuable. Thus, the objection of bad 
faith depends on an inappropriate standard of epistemic hygiene. A more 
appropriate standard does not require neutrality, but rather recognizes 
the web of commitments and values in which we are inevitably enmeshed. 

Second, this position assumes a certain conception of what it means 
to believe that one’s tradition has distinctively good qualities that merit 
love and devotion. Keller assumes that it means asserting objective claims 
that are falsifable by empirical facts. However, as others have pointed 
out, many of the beliefs about the fundamental goodness of tradition are 
aspirational in character.27 Thus, Rorty’s traditionalism refects a striving 
to “achieve his country” through reforms that bolster social justice and 
democracy, and Martin Luther King, Jr. encouraged Americans to live up 
to the ideals enshrined in the Constitution. Such beliefs perhaps cannot 
be true per se. In order for them to not be illusions, they must endorse 
ideals that are truly worth aspiring to, and it must be possible to point to 
historical events, heroes, narratives, customs, and the like that support the 
idea that the ideals really belong to the tradition. However, the ideals need 
not have been fully realized for these beliefs to be appropriate. Indeed, a 
belief in the goodness of tradition is consistent with strong disagreement 
and dissent, and a traditionalist may appeal to these ideals and aspirations 
as “benchmarks against which the actual [tradition] can be measured.”28 

If belief in the goodness of tradition is aspirational, it need not be a 
product of bad faith. The reason is that we can see aspirational beliefs in 
the fundamental goodness of one’s tradition as an expression of hope.29 

Hope, by defnition, exceeds the hard evidence, but it is reasonable when it 
is supported by a context that makes its fulfllment realistic through human 
agency, however difcult or challenging that may be. More importantly, 
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it is essential for the good functioning of moral life. Though based in past 
achievements and virtues, hope is essentially oriented toward the future. 
And since the obstacles to morality are great and the aspirations of moral-
ity high, there is no possibility of improvement without it. Thus, as long 
as the traditionalist’s belief in the fundamental goodness of her tradition 
is based in rational hope about its ideals, I submit that it is not only not 
evidence of bad faith, but critical for moral resilience. Indeed, I would say 
that hope is part of what makes traditionalism good. 

5. 

A fnal objection to the morality of traditionalism concerns the danger of 
idolatry. Idolatry is the worship of an image of god. Since it appears to 
assume the existence of god, one might think that this error cannot be of 
interest to a secularist. But the objection does not – at least, not ostensibly – 
depend on theism. For, in essence, idolatry is perverse worship or excessive 
devotion.30 As many have observed, this error is commonly manifest in 
reverential devotion to one’s country or nation – that is to say, in forms of 
patriotism or nationalism.31 The same objection could be brought against 
traditionalism. 

One way to unpack the badness of idolatry depends on the way in 
which it prevents the proper appreciation of other goods in the world. 
Robert Adams explains that “love for any fnite object, or realm of ob-
jects, is idolatrous if it is so exclusive as to keep us from caring about 
other instances or types of good.”32 This type of error is more prevalent 
than may initially appear. The workaholic, whose passion for work ren-
ders him unable to care about anything else, is, on this reading, idolatrous; 
so is the activist, who subordinates everything in life to the cause of social 
justice. Adams identifes three forms idolatry may take – it can manifest in 
a passion that turns a person away from morality, in an excessive need for 
some fnite object, or in exaggerated deference to some human authority. 
While this list is not meant to be exhaustive, it provides a useful platform 
from which to respond to the objection. Here, I consider how each form 
of idolatry might apply to traditionalism. 

In the frst instance, “a passion, love, or commitment to any fnite good 
is idolatrous if it is so absorbing as to be incompatible with doing usually 
what one morally and religiously ought to do, or with living virtuously in 
one’s various relationships.”33 Adams’s example is a Gauguin-like char-
acter, who abandons his family in order to pursue a passion for painting. 
The idolatrous Gauguin does not just succumb to immorality, which is 
something that can happen even in the absence of idolatry, but elevates 
his art above moral considerations. He is either so consumed with passion 
for his work that it is impossible to meet moral obligations on a consistent 
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basis, or he is “freely resolved to let nothing stand in the way of his art.”34 

For him, morality and virtue are possible only accidentally, when circum-
stances permit. This same kind of idolatry is possible with a range of fnite 
goods, such as money, power, and status. Could traditionalism lead a per-
son down the same path? 

I believe the answer is “no.” Tradition is not like art, money, power, 
or status: these are examples of goods that exist within life and that can 
compete with morality for precedence. Instead, tradition is a way of life 
that contains all goods, including morality. And thus, it cannot compete 
with morality as other goods do. On the contrary, living morally or virtu-
ously is one way – and a prominent way at that – that a person can express 
her love of tradition. For morality is arguably tradition’s most important 
fower. That is why the traditionalist is positively obligated to critical scru-
tiny and moral improvement. And it is why traditionalism is most often 
associated with the promotion and protection of moral values. Thus, tra-
ditionalism is not incompatible with acting morally or virtuously and, in 
this way, is not idolatrous. 

The second form of idolatry consists in an “excessive or inappropri-
ate need for a fnite object.”35 A person might love something so much 
that she feels that life is meaningless and not worth living without it. Ad-
ams’s example is Juliet, who kills herself because she has lost Romeo. On 
his view, Juliet acts idolatrously because she is unable to appreciate the 
“immeasurable ocean of actual and potential good” in the world.36 While 
there is nothing wrong with loving another person or thing immensely 
and being devastated by its loss, it is a mistake to think that one could not 
live without it. Similarly, Adams thinks that Bernard Williams’s concept 
of “ground projects,” whose loss would lead to a state in which a person 
“might as well have died,” is idolatrous.37 Excessive need allows one fnite 
thing or set of things to blot out all the other goods, lovable in their own 
ways, that exist. 

In Chapter 7, I described the traditionalist as having existential grati-
tude for tradition.38 The traditionalist believes, implicitly or explicitly, 
that she owes her life to tradition and could not live without it. This 
sounds a lot like it could be excessive or inappropriate need. The Crow 
chief Plenty Coup, who said that “nothing could happen” after his peo-
ple were forced onto the reservation, might be accused of making this 
error.39 And if we understand this quote to mean that his depression 
was so overwhelming as to dampen interest in life, then this accusa-
tion would be apt. But there is a diference between losing a loved one 
or a “ground project” and losing one’s tradition. Tradition is not one 
good thing among others, but the very framework within which it is 
possible for anything to be good. Plenty Coup was facing the loss of 
the horizon of intelligibility and value, the background against which 



 

 
 
 
 
 

158 Goodness and Tradition 

anything could have meaning. He was not merely depressed, but quite 
literally in danger of losing the very basis of his ethical existence. Thus, 
traditionalists who feel the existential signifcance of tradition are not 
wrong to do so. That is to say, their need for tradition is not excessive 
or inappropriate. And for this reason, they do not exemplify the idolatry 
of excessive need. 

Finally, Adams identifes a form of idolatry in an “exaggerated defer-
ence to human authority, opinion, or taste.”40 A person who errs in this 
way orients her life around gaining the approval of others or conforming 
to social expectations. This sort of idolatry may go undetected when the 
person has deeply internalized social expectations and values. That is to 
say, to be idolatrous, she does not necessarily have to think of herself as 
striving to please others; she simply needs to take on their expectations 
and values as her own without ever having exercised her own judgment 
on what is truly good and worth pursuing. Adams explains that this form 
of idolatry arises from a cognitive error, in which “the views and feelings 
of other people are allowed to defne what is good, as only divine views 
and feelings could properly do.”41 Of course, a secularist will not agree 
that any problem consists in granting to others a power that properly be-
longs to the divine. But she can recognize the loss of autonomy in being 
unable to discern and appreciate real goods for herself; the idolatry of 
exaggerated deference might be understood as an implicit renunciation of 
autonomy. This form of idolatry seems particularly relevant to tradition, 
which embodies social norms that are not of any person’s making. 

However, there is an important diference between blindly accepting 
traditional values and beliefs and taking on a traditional perspective.42 For 
one thing, the latter cannot be avoided. I have argued that no thinking 
on matters of practical import is possible outside of a tradition. Among 
other things, language, concepts, practices, and institutions are requisite 
for practical thought; processing situations, deliberating options, forming 
intentions, and acting are impossible without the rails of tradition. But 
that does not mean that a person must blindly accept traditional values 
and beliefs as they are, for the perspective of tradition is inherently ra-
tional. Acquired alongside the natural emergence of reason, a traditional 
perspective is not just a framework that dictates behavior, but a rational 
outlook that not only allows, but calls for assessment, evaluation, and 
criticism. Mindlessly abiding by the norms constituted by tradition is a 
defective way to occupy this outlook, and a person who did so can perhaps 
be charged with the idolatry of exaggerated deference. But this charge 
cannot be brought for simply taking on the perspective of tradition with 
all the values and beliefs that that entails. As long as a person is alive to 
the possibility of critique and refective understanding, she does not treat 
tradition as an idol. 
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At the same time, it is important not to overstate the ambit of critique 
and refective understanding. Tradition is a way of specifcally human life. 
The human animal is subject to myriad natural impulses that are neither 
chosen nor eliminable, but which must be shaped in some way or other, 
and how they are shaped is undecidable by reason alone. Does it make 
more sense to eat three times a day or six, with cutlery or chopsticks, 
at a table or on the foor? Is it better to raise children in atomic families 
or communally? Are there some most rational conditions under which to 
have sex? On some questions, one might produce arguments for arranging 
human life in one way over others, but not on all of them. It is precisely in 
those areas that are undecidable by reason that the guidance of tradition 
is most needed. A critical and refective stance on tradition must therefore 
include a healthy appreciation of the limits of reason. Some aspects of 
tradition are opaque to rational explanation, and acceptance, which can 
be more or less aware, is the only option. Thus, there is a legitimate way 
to accept the authority of tradition, one that does not commit a person to 
the idolatry of exaggerated deference. 

So, insofar as idolatry consists in being unable to care about other in-
stances or types of good, I do not think that traditionalism is inherently 
idolatrous. On the contrary, in her devotion to tradition, the traditionalist 
is alive to the value of innumerable goods – not just morality, but customs, 
institutions, arts, politics, technology, entertainment, cuisine, architecture, 
nature, and more. In loving tradition, she loves the source of life itself, 
both for herself and others. And her immersion in the rational perspective 
of tradition is the condition for the acceptance of legitimate authority. In 
these ways, one might even say that traditionalism positively encourages 
an appropriate care for many instances and types of good in the world. 

6. 

However, idolatry is not just defned negatively as preventing love of good 
things, but also positively as worshipping things that should not be wor-
shipped. Paul Tillich’s defnition is viewed as typical: 

Idolatry is the elevation of a preliminary concern to ultimacy. Some-
thing essentially conditioned is taken as unconditional, something 
essentially partial is boosted into universality, and something essen-
tially fnite is given infnite signifcance.43 

While it is appropriate to love conditional, partial, or fnite goods, it 
is idolatrous to love them as an ultimate good or with a love that is ab-
solute and total. Insofar as tradition fts the description of a “preliminary 
concern,” the traditionalist seems to make the same error. Arising from 
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a combination of human endeavor and historical accident, a tradition is 
contingent and conditional. There is no necessity in any tradition, which 
could have been otherwise or not existed at all. There is also no tradition 
that is not partial or parochial. And since they come into being and can 
cease to exist, all traditions are fnite. Insofar as I have defended tradition 
as an appropriate object of spiritual love, it seems that I am promoting the 
idea of treating something conditioned, partial, and fnite as if it were un-
conditioned, universal, and infnite. Given this, how is it possible to deny 
that traditionalism is idolatry? 

To answer this question, it is worth recalling that my account of tra-
ditionalism is an attempt to recast a Confucian insight about moral life. 
Drawing on Fingarette’s views on the “sacredness of the secular,” I pre-
sented this insight in Chapter 5, and over the last three chapters, I have 
tried to translate it into the language of contemporary philosophy. Some 
of this work has been relatively straightforward. It is relatively clear, for 
instance, how the Confucian concept of ritual (li) maps onto the concept 
of customs and how the Confucian understanding of moral education 
tracks Western views of the same. These aspects of Confucian thought 
are naturally brought together under the concept of tradition. But there 
is another part of the Confucian insight, arguably the most critical part, 
that is far more resistant to translation. This is dao or the Way. Dao is 
the fow that regulates all things immanently – not just as the guide of all 
reality, but as the standard of all goodness. It is also the animating force of 
Confucian thought, and without it, Confucius’s concern for custom, moral 
education, social roles, and the rest can only appear, as it did to Hegel, as a 
fatfooted defense of social respectability. The spirituality of Confucianism 
ultimately depends on its relationship to dao. 

In responding to the idolatry objection, I am tempted to say that the 
same – or something similar – can be said about traditionalism. Despite 
being non-supernatural, dao has been likened to God and Brahman as an 
“ultimate,” or the “most fundamentally real, valuable or fulflling among 
all that there is or could be.”44 Accordingly, if traditionalism could some-
how be explained as a relationship to dao, we could plausibly see it as 
non-idolatrous. But I fnd myself at a loss for how to make that case. 
For one thing, dao is not only undefned, but undefnable, making it ex-
ceedingly difcult to construct an argument for it. More importantly, it is 
unclear that dao is appropriately naturalistic, and few Western secular-
ists will be eager to embrace something that is thought to be decreed by 
Heaven (tian).45 So, I will not attempt to argue that traditionalism is in fact 
a relationship to dao. 

But perhaps there is enough in what I have said to think that tradition 
relates to something dao-like. I have argued that tradition is the ground 
of one’s humanity. Humanity consists in the capacity to participate in a 
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broadly ethical community, in which a person is capable of responding to 
reasons and values, refecting on what is worthwhile, cultivating virtues, 
fulflling responsibilities, taking on projects, and living a meaningful life 
with and among others. Before being initiated into a particular tradition, 
we are human animals who are only capable of functioning biologically. In 
taking on a way of life, we are elevated into bearers of humanity. Thus, we 
could say that tradition provides access to practical reality as we know it. 

On the face of it, this reality is limited to a particular tradition, since 
customs, practices, reasons, values, meanings, norms, and the like are 
culture-laden. But, in fact, a bearer of humanity gains access to some-
thing much broader. This is because tradition is not a fxed set of customs, 
practices, reasons, values, and so forth, but a way of human living that is 
saturated with reason. As a result of being initiated into a tradition, the 
bearer of humanity gains the capacity to freely contemplate and evaluate 
all possibilities of human action and thought, no matter how foreign or 
distant and how incompatible with one’s own they may be.46 So, even 
though Confucian customs of ancestor worship and American virtues of 
entrepreneurship, say, would not have constituted meaningful practical 
possibilities in ancient Greece, they would also not have been totally un-
intelligible to the people living in that culture. Having been brought into 
practical reality through their own tradition, ancient Greeks would have 
had a basis for understanding the importance another culture places upon 
the family, say, or the nature of work. Our experiences with practical 
reality provide a foothold from which to peek over the edges of our own 
traditions, so to speak. Insofar as we are bearers of humanity, we are able 
to make sense of human ways of life that are not our own, and no way 
of life is completely unintelligible. This is a remarkable capacity, and it is 
facilitated by tradition. 

Admittedly, understanding the ways of other societies – especially his-
torically and culturally distant ones – is hardly ever automatic, easy, or 
complete. Other traditions can be deeply foreign, discombobulating, and 
perplexing. Despite fnding many areas of commonality, a person may be 
faced with values that she fnds wrongheaded or repugnant, ends she fnds 
meaningless, notions that she cannot fully comprehend. She may encoun-
ter concepts that resist translation, that defy what she takes to be the usual 
categories of thought, as a Chinese concept such as qi or, appropriately, 
dao “stops a [Western] translator cold.”47 She may get the sense that she 
is not only facing diferent concepts, but diferent rationalities altogether.48 

Although one’s tradition provides enough conceptual resources to make 
sense of foreign cultures, there is no principle of intelligibility that exists 
beyond tradition that can be used to bridge certain gaps of understanding. 
Sensitive people realize that, while they can be narrowed, these gaps can 
never be entirely eliminated. This is why it is experts, those who know 
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most about other traditions, that inform us of the untranslatability of con-
cepts and the incommensurability of ways of thinking.49 Ironically, know-
ing more leads to knowing less: to appreciate another tradition is also to 
become aware of its mystery. 

I propose that we see in this experience evidence that tradition connects 
us to a broader, dao-like reality. This reality escapes total comprehension. 
It appears to us as multiple, overlapping, and potentially conficting vi-
sions of the world. Containing both sameness and diference, concord-
ance and contradiction, it cannot be neatly articulated through common 
concepts or universal truths. We align ourselves with this reality through 
a specifc way of life because that is the only way that we can function: 
as human beings, we are bound by particular languages and conceptual 
schemes. Nevertheless, in our encounters with other traditions, we have 
intimations that reality is fuller than we could ever know. Thus, I suggest 
that tradition is that through which we access a greater reality that defes 
comprehension. If this is true, then traditionalism can be a relationship to 
something dao-like. And so, traditionalism need not be idolatrous. 

I say “need not be idolatrous” because traditionalism can obviously go 
astray. It is possible – and maybe all-too-easy – to fail to appreciate that 
one’s tradition is only one among the many “corners” of reality. The Con-
fucian Xunzi explains: 

People of twisted understanding observe one corner of the Way and 
are unable to recognize it as such. So, they think it sufcient and pro-
ceed to embellish it. On the inside, they use it to disorder their own 
lives. On the outside, they use it to confuse other people…This is the 
disaster of being fxated and blocked up in one’s thinking.50 

A person who believes that her tradition is the best or the one true tra-
dition is fxated and blocked up in her thinking. So is a person who fails 
to appreciate other traditions as worthy of admiration and respect, who is 
closed to their beauty and their achievements, who sees them as uncivilized 
or their members as lacking in humanity. This is the kind of chauvinism 
described earlier that leads some to denigrate other cultures. Not only does 
this attitude lead to confict, but more importantly for the present discus-
sion, it embodies a fundamental error. The traditionalist who takes her 
tradition to be the exclusive totality of all that is real and good confuses a 
way with the Way. This sort of traditionalism is idolatry. 

But it is equally possible to imagine a traditionalist who accepts her 
tradition as one corner of a greater reality. Her love of tradition enables 
her to appreciate the value of culture and the importance of history. She 
is particularly attuned to the distinguishing features of her own tradition, 
and insofar as she appreciates that these features belong to her tradition 
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and not others, she is acutely aware of the contingent, parochial nature 
of her way of life. This awareness need not lessen her love for tradition. 
Instead, it can be the basis of an openness to the legitimacy of other ways 
of life, even those that confict with her own on fundamental issues. For 
the value of culture and the importance of history is not limited to her 
own tradition. In this way, she can avoid being fxed and blocked up, or 
idolatrous, in her thinking. 

In other words, traditionalism can be non-idolatrous when it is infused 
with a mature, open-minded pluralism. The “spirit of pluralism” has been 
described as the view that “there are many incompatible and yet decent 
and worthwhile routes through life, and that they are as available to peo-
ple in other civilizations, and were as available to people in other genera-
tions, as they are to us.”51 Thus, a good traditionalist, one who is not fxed 
and blocked up in her thinking, is open to recognizing the goodness of 
other traditions. One sign of this openness is an ability to appreciate the 
value and beauty of foreign cultures. This is illustrated, for instance, by 
Fielding’s admiration of the civilization of “well-bred Indians” and, more 
generally, in the study of anthropology, archaeology, comparative litera-
ture, art history, and all other inquiries and practical endeavors that at-
tempt to cross cultural barriers.52 Another sign of this openness – one that 
is more challenging – is a preparedness to experience “moral ambivalence” 
rather than outright rejection in the face of confict. Moral ambivalence 
is the “phenomenon of coming to understand and appreciate the other 
side’s viewpoint to the extent that our sense of the unique rightness of our 
own judgments gets destabilized.”53 For instance, a secular Westerner who 
believes the core tenets of liberalism might experience moral ambivalence 
about codes of feminine modesty in orthodox Muslim traditions or the 
relative disregard of personal privacy in East Asian traditions. This experi-
ence does not cause her to relinquish her own views, but it is an implicit 
acknowledgment that reality contains contradictions and opposites and 
resists defnitions and statements of principle. A pluralistic traditionalism 
that is open to the goodness of other traditions is, at bottom, open to a 
reality that is larger than any one person or group of people can know. 

Thus, a traditionalist that is alive to the conditioned, partial, and fnite 
nature of her own tradition can be open to a reality that is unconditional, 
universal, and infnite. In this way, it is possible for traditionalism to es-
cape the charge of idolatry. 

7. 

In this chapter, I have considered objections concerning the morality of 
traditionalism. I concede that a person can be unjust, viciously conserva-
tive, self-deceived, and idolatrous out of love for tradition. But there are 
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better and worse ways of loving tradition. Good traditionalism requires a 
preparedness to respect the value of other traditions and their people. It 
requires a willingness to deploy critical scrutiny on the contents of one’s 
own tradition, as well as an imagination for how to adapt to changing 
circumstances and insights. It requires an honest, but hopeful appreciation 
of the qualities of one’s tradition. And it requires open-mindedness to the 
fullness of reality, which is expressed in a pluralistic acceptance of other 
ways of life. Like theism, traditionalism is a complex orientation toward 
the world, and it can be taken up in better and worse ways. However, there 
is no moral problem that is intrinsic to traditionalism itself. 

Of course, good traditionalism is possible only if something worth the 
name of tradition still exists. Given the state of the world, one might doubt 
that to be the case, for traditions seem to require a degree of stability and 
isolation that no longer seems possible. Many people feel alienated from 
tradition; even more are simply indiferent to it. In short, social and cul-
tural forces in modern, secularist societies present a serious practical chal-
lenge to traditionalism. To that objection I now turn. 

Notes 

1 Patriotism and nationalism are political in a way that traditionalism is not. 
The concept of tradition is neutral with respect to questions of territorial or 
political sovereignty, and though a tradition typically incorporates institutions 
of various sorts, it does not itself take form as an institution with, say, a gov-
erning body or a leader as a country or nation does. I would say a tradition 
is much more nebulous than either a country or a nation, and much more 
fundamental. 

2 Some discussions of patriotism defne countries in ways that nearly converge 
on traditions. For instance, Stephen Nathanson claims that people’s concep-
tions of country “include[..] not just its politics but its language, culture, fa-
miliar history, natural beauties, customs, literature, folk heroes, and personal 
histories.” “In Defense of “Moderate Patriotism” in Patriotism, ed. Primoratz 
(Humanity Books, 2002), 88. 

3 Martha Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” Boston Review, Oc-
tober 1, 1994. Here, I adopt Nussbaum’s terminology. By “cosmopolitanism,” 
I take it that she means a moral position, rather than a political advocacy for 
world government. Moreover, I take cosmopolitanism to refer to the same 
thing as what MacIntyre calls “liberal morality” in “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” 

4 Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism.” 
5 Paul Gomberg, “Patriotism is like Racism,” Ethics 101, no. 1 (1990): 144–50. 
6 This view is also in line with “communitarian” thinkers such as Alasdair Mac-

Intyre, Michael Sandel, Charles Taylor and Michael Walzer, who believe that 
moral identity is bound up with community. 

7 As Nietzsche would have it. 
8 John Kleinig, “The Virtue in Patriotism,” in The Ethics of Patriotism: A De-

bate, ed. Kleineg, Keller, and Primoratz (Wiley Blackwell, 2015), 38. 
9 Kleinig, “The Virtue in Patriotism,” 38. 
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10 Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism.” 
11 Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism.” 
12 In “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” Alasdair MacIntyre fnds the cosmopolitan project 

fundamentally confused: “a morality of particularist ties and solidarities has 
been confated with a morality of universal, impersonal and impartial prin-
ciples in a way that can never be carried through without incoherence.” The 
Lindley Lectures (University of Kansas Press, 1984), 19. I do not see this as a 
problem that cannot be fxed with self-awareness. 

13 Chapter 6, Section 2. 
14 Josef Pieper, Tradition: Concept and Claim, trans. Christian Kopf (St. Augustine’s 

Press, 2008), 15. 
15 See Richard Rorty, Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-

Century America (Harvard University Press, 1998), 3. 
16 Pieper, Tradition, 15; Oakeshott, “Political Education,” 59. 
17 Simon Keller, “The Case Against Patriotism,” in The Ethics of Patriotism, ed. 

Kleinig, Keller, and Primoratz (Wiley Blackwell, 2015), 57; See also Keller, 
“Patriotism as Bad Faith,” Ethics 115, no. 3 (2005), 574–6. 

18 Keller, “Patriotism as Bad Faith,” 581. 
19 Keller, “Patriotism as Bad Faith,” 581. 
20 Keller, “Patriotism as Bad Faith,” 583. 
21 Keller, “Patriotism as Bad Faith,” 582–3. 
22 Keller, “Patriotism as Bad Faith,” 589. 
23 Keller, “Patriotism as Bad Faith,” 581. 
24 Keller, “Patriotism as Bad Faith,” 589. 
25 Keller, “Virtue for the Unpatriotic: Response to Kleineg and Primoratz,” in 

The Ethics of Patriotism, ed. Kleinig, Keller, and Primoratz (Wiley Blackwell, 
2015), 136. 

26 Here, my use of Keller is more strained, since he is speaking of one’s country 
rather than one’s tradition. It is arguably more possible to assess a country in 
this neutral way. 

27 See Kleinig, “The Virtue in Patriotism,” 38; Rorty, Achieving Our Country, 
11. 

28 Kleinig, “The Virtue in Patriotism,” 38. Here, I have replaced “country” with 
“tradition.” 

29 See Eamonn Callon, who argues that the lack of hope is not consistent with 
patriotism. “Patriotism without Bad Faith,” Philosophy of Education 67 
(2011), 6. 

30 Mark Johnston, Saving God: Religion after Idolatry (Princeton University 
Press, 2009), 20–21. 

31 Eamonn Callan, “Love, Idolatry, and Patriotism,” Social Theory and Practice 
32, no. 4 (2006): 525–46; Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1999), 200; Johnston, Saving God, 24. 

32 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 200. 
33 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 205. This seems to be the position of 

Callan’s “Love, Idolatry, and Patriotism” as well. 
34 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 204. 
35 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 205. 
36 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 207. 
37 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 207; Bernard Williams, “Persons, Charac-

ter, and Morality,” in Moral Luck (Cambridge University Press, 1981), 12–14. 
38 Chapter 7, Sections 3–4. 
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39 See Jonathan Lear, Radical Hope (Harvard University Press, 2006), Chapter 1 
and my discussion in the previous chapter. 

40 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 209. This charge is actually placed under 
the broader category of “misidentifcation,” which includes other kinds of ex-
aggerations. However, exaggerated deference is the one that most applies to 
traditionalism. 

41 Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 210. 
42 This is a diference that Adams acknowledges in Finite and Infnite Goods (209). 
43 Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1 (University of Chicago Press, 1951), 

13. Quoted by Adams, Finite and Infnite Goods, 200. 
44 Jeanine Diller, “God and Other Ultimates,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philoso-

phy, (Spring 2025 Edition), eds. Edward N. Zalta & Uri Nodelman, URL = 
<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2025/entries/god-ultimates/>. 

45 See discussion of this difculty in Chapter 5, Section 4. 
46 As John McDowell claims, “immersion in a tradition might be a respectable 

mode of access to the real.” Mind and World (Harvard University Press, 1996), 
98. Italics mine. 

47 Judith Farquhar, A Way of Life: Things, Thought, and Action in Chinese Medi-
cine (Yale University Press, 2020), 21. 

48 Farquhar, A Way of Life, 2. 
49 See Farquhar, A Way of Life, Chapter 1; Robert Ames and Henry Rosemont, 

“Philosophic and Linguistic Background” in The Analects of Confucius: A 
Philosophical Translation (Ballantine Books, 1998); Geofrey Lloyd and Na-
than Sivin, The Way and the Word: Science and Medicine in Early China and 
Greece (Yale University Press, 2002), Chapter 1. 

50 Xunzi, trans. Eric Hutton (Princeton University Press, 2014), 21.123–29. 
51 Joseph Raz, The Practice of Value (Clarendon Press, 2005), 43. 
52 See Chapter 6, section 5. 
53 David Wong, Natural Moralities: A Defense of Pluralistic Relativism (Oxford 

University Press, 2006), 5. See also Stuart Hampshire, Morality and Confict 
(Harvard University Press, 1983), 147 and Irene Liu, “Ethical Pluralism and 
the Appeal to Human Nature,” European Journal of Philosophy 26, no. 3 
(2018): 1103–19. 
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9 Finding Tradition 

1. 

Because the spirituality problem concerns lived experience, any proposed 
resolution must meet the test of life. On this standard, it might be thought 
that I have proposed an especially inappropriate solution, for many of the 
same forces that eroded religious faith over the last few centuries have 
also undermined tradition. Some of these forces are the legacy of Enlight-
enment thinking. A distrust of authority and a belief in the “sovereignty” 
of individual reason have made tradition, no less than religion, a target 
of suspicion.1 And the triumph of scientifc and rationalistic outlooks on 
the world has seemingly dispensed with the need for traditional wisdom.2 

Moreover, traditions around the world have been weakened by politi-
cal, demographic, and economic changes attributed to modern globaliza-
tion. As societies have become more interdependent, cultural diferences 
have been sanded down, and traditions that remain unintegrated into the 
global economy are at increased risk of extinction. Given these forces, it 
is unclear that it is any longer possible for modern people to have a mean-
ingful relationship to tradition. So it may seem that traditionalism, in any 
robust sense of the word, is not a practicable solution to the spirituality 
problem. 

The problem for my position is not merely the impossibility of tradi-
tionalism. It is also the appeal of an alternative orientation that is posi-
tively non- or, even, anti-traditionalist. In many modern societies, one is 
more likely to fnd a “cosmopolitan” than a traditionalist: 

[The cosmopolitan] refuses to think of himself as defned by his lo-
cation or his ancestry or his citizenship or his language. Though he 
may live in San Francisco and be of Irish ancestry, he does not take 
his identity to be compromised when he learns Spanish, eats Chi-
nese, wears clothes made in Korea, listens to arias by Verdi sung by 
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a Maori princess on Japanese equipment, follows Ukrainian politics, 
and practices Buddhist meditation techniques. He is a creature of 
modernity, conscious of living in a mixed-up world and having a 
mixed-up self.3 

The cosmopolitan identifes with a global or international community 
rather than a traditional one. He does not follow a set way of life, but 
rather takes it upon himself to make individual decisions about how to 
live. These decisions need not conform to any pattern; they can draw 
from any number of traditions and be combined in any number of ways. 
Perhaps most importantly, this situation does not leave him feeling lost 
or aimless. On the contrary, he enjoys his freedom and relishes the op-
portunity to realize his most authentic self: the cosmopolitan “celebrates 
hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the transformation that comes of new 
and unexpected combinations of human beings, cultures, ideas, politics, 
movies, songs;” he is proud of his “mongrelization.”4 So, not only is it 
the case that traditionalism seems increasingly impossible in the modern 
world, but, in the minds of many, there is a more appealing option on 
the table. 

With his embrace of freedom and choice, the modern cosmopolitan is 
akin to the existentialist. I have already discussed the spiritual attractions 
and pitfalls of existentialist humanism, and I suggest that much of what 
I said before applies also to cosmopolitanism. However, the existential-
ist, now in the guise of the cosmopolitan, is worth renewed consideration 
because he embodies a signifcant practical challenge to the traditionalist. 
Whereas existentialist humanism – at least, as advanced by Sartre – is a re-
sponse to a godless world, modern cosmopolitanism might be understood 
as a response to a traditionless world. Given these conditions, it may seem 
that the only authentic response to the current situation is to relinquish 
tradition and become a cosmopolitan. The goal of this chapter is to answer 
this challenge. 

More specifcally, I will consider two objections to traditionalism 
that arise from the cosmopolitan perspective: tradition, in any robust 
sense of the word, no longer exists as an authentic option for a way 
of life, and modern people are too detached from tradition to become 
traditionalists. In answering these objections, it is not my aim to dis-
credit cosmopolitanism, but rather to bolster traditionalism. Indeed, I 
see cosmopolitanism as a possibility within a certain tradition. I will 
have succeeded if I am able to establish traditionalism as a practicable 
possibility for resolving the spirituality problem in the modern world. 
I conclude the chapter with some suggestions for how this possibility 
might begin to be realized. 
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2. 

The frst objection to traditionalism concerns authenticity. One might say 
that it is no longer possible for people in modern societies to live fully 
traditional lives in any authentic way. The truth is that each one of us is 
economically and politically interconnected with people from all over the 
world, and “no honest account of our being will be complete without an 
account of our dependence on larger social and political structures that 
goes far beyond the particular.”5 Whether we like it or not, we are, in fact, 
members of a global community. In light of this context, a person who 
holds frm to her tradition seems stubbornly resistant to reality. Jeremy 
Waldron explains: 

We live in a world formed by technology and trade; by economic, 
religious, and political imperialism and their ofspring; by mass mi-
gration and the dispersion of cultural infuences. In this context, to 
immerse oneself in the traditional practices of, say, an aboriginal 
culture might be a fascinating anthropological experiment, but it in-
volves an artifcial dislocation from what actually is going on in the 
world. That it is an artifce is evidenced by the fact that such immer-
sion often requires special subsidization and extraordinary provision 
by those who live in the real world, where cultures and practices are 
not so sealed of from one another. The charge, in other words, is one 
of inauthenticity.6 

Here, Waldron has in mind people, such as Native American tribes, 
who might receive special protection from international bodies, but the 
point applies more generally to anyone who insists on identifying with a 
particular, culturally and historically based tradition. The charge of inau-
thenticity is not that the traditionalist is insincere or phony, but that she 
is deluded. By donning traditional costumes and enacting traditional rites, 
she confuses the appearance of traditional life for its substance: “immer-
sion in the traditions of a particular community in the modern world is 
like living in Disneyland and thinking that one’s surroundings epitomize 
what it is for a culture really to exist.”7 In a globalized world, culturally 
distinct traditions no longer exist in any meaningful or robust way. Ac-
cordingly, traditionalism can only be cosplay. 

This objection does not recognize how tricky the concept of authentic-
ity is. It is worth remembering that traditions are constantly undergoing 
processes of self-renewal in response to new circumstances. Because ways 
of life have no forms or essences, this means that questions of authentic-
ity are never far from view. Such questions are particularly acute for the 
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sorts of societies singled out by Waldron. Living under the threat of cul-
tural extinction, people in these societies confront difcult choices about 
how to maintain their ways of life. Some might insist on keeping certain 
contents of tradition fxed despite shifting realities, and it is true that this 
might result in an “artifcial dislocation from what actually is going on in 
the world.”8 A Crow who kept planting coup-sticks after coup-planting 
had become unintelligible would be inauthentic. But it is also possible to 
take up traditional practices in novel, imaginative, and courageous ways, 
as Plenty Coup did when he paved the way for a new sort of Crow war-
rior by laying down his coup-stick at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier 
in Washington D.C.9 Authentic participation in tradition does not mean 
doing the same exact things as one’s ancestors, but rather extending a way 
of life through imaginative adaptations, necessary revisions, and adjust-
ments to changing realities. These processes inevitably raise questions with 
no obvious answers: Is the Native American Church – a syncretist religion 
that emerged in the late 19th century that combines elements of traditional 
Indian rituals and Christianity – authentic? What about the revival and 
reinterpretation of the Sun Dance?10 Such questions must be adjudicated 
on a case-by-case basis by people living within a tradition. They are also 
not limited to societies under imminent cultural threat. While they may 
not present with the same level of urgency, questions of authenticity arise 
in robust societies, as well. Indeed, grappling with such questions is itself a 
form of authentic participation in tradition. So, worries about the authen-
ticity of traditionalism are exaggerated. 

Moreover, Waldron wrongly assumes that our participation in the inter-
national community means that authentic participation in local traditions 
is no longer possible. It is true that modern people are interconnected with 
and interdependent upon people from all over the world. However, these 
relationships need not cancel or supersede more parochial attachments. 
Since they have distinct characteristics and functions, one can be a member 
of both international and local communities at one and the same time. The 
international community, which is necessary for addressing large-scale 
concerns such as trade, migration, wars, and climate change, depends on 
collaborations and cooperative ventures that are codifed in international 
law, treaties, and business contracts, whereas traditional communities are 
based in a shared social life that is organized around historically based 
values, understandings, and beliefs. Of course, the demands of one com-
munity may sometimes confict with those of the other. Famously, the de-
mands of globalized commerce have threatened the viability of traditional 
industries and the ways of life they are part of. But there is no reason 
why the international community must always win out over the local. 
Like questions of authenticity, the relationship between international and 
local is something that members of traditions need to work out among 
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themselves. This negotiation inevitably changes a tradition, but that does 
not mean that authentic participation in a tradition becomes impossible. 

Finally, Waldron’s objection implies that, by identifying with the inter-
national community, it is somehow possible to live a life beyond tradition. 
If, as I have argued, tradition is the ground of one’s humanity, this is not 
a possible condition of life. One’s humanity depends on a background of 
culturally specifc concepts, values, customs, practices, institutions, and 
material conditions that are given by a tradition. This background is so 
vast and comprehensive that it often escapes notice, but it is not itself 
escapable. Without it, it is not possible to act as a subject, and one’s ac-
tions cannot be intelligible as expressions of human agency.11 Tradition 
is implicated in every choice one makes, including choices that one does 
not realize one is making, such as how one sleeps, moves, and relates to 
time. It shapes even the choice to reject tradition, though it would be more 
appropriate to say that one rejects particular aspects of a tradition. It is 
not possible to reject tradition in its entirety because outside of a tradition 
there is nowhere for a bearer of humanity to stand. 

Indeed, I suggest that it is the cosmopolitan, who thinks that he lives 
beyond tradition, that is mistaken.12 The sociologist Edward Shils, who 
authored a classic study on tradition, observes a prejudice against tradi-
tion that is commonly found in Western societies: 

The scientifc, the rational, the empirical, secular, progressive fea-
tures of these societies, which seemed destined for certain victory 
in the battle with the archaic, were thus remitted from any trace 
of traditionality. The way in which the proponents of the forward 
movement understood themselves rendered them unwilling to ac-
knowledge or tolerate any presence of traditionality in their own 
ranks.13 

However, Shils points out, these modern societies have a “tradition of 
reason” that has its own distinctive values and commitments, such as be-
liefs in the power of reason, the primacy of the individual, the universality 
of morality, and the authority of science.14 Perhaps most distinctively, the 
tradition of reason conceives of itself as anti-traditional. So, Waldron’s 
San Francisco native who “learns Spanish, eats Chinese, wears clothes 
made in Korea, listens to arias by Verdi sung by a Maori princess on Japa-
nese equipment, follows Ukrainian politics, and practices Buddhist medi-
tation techniques” proudly rejects the trappings of tradition.15 But that 
does not mean that he does not belong to a very particular tradition. He 
must speak some language, after all; his thinking must take some shape or 
other through determinate concepts and beliefs. As it stands, the pick-and-
choose approach to life exemplifed by the San Franciscan is a possibility 
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that exists within a certain Western, capitalist tradition. It happens to be 
an especially self-efacing tradition in that it disappears behind the guise 
of neutrality and universality. However, it is not any less traditional than 
a self-consciously traditional life. Neither is it more authentic. Thus, the 
cosmopolitan nature of modern societies is not evidence of the demise 
of tradition, but rather an evolution of one specifc variety of tradition 
that is alive and well today. The cosmopolitan is, in fact, authentically 
traditional. 

That said, it is worth noting that people in modern, globalized socie-
ties are likely to have a more complex relationship to tradition than their 
forebears. Exposed to a variety of cultures, a person living in these socie-
ties is likely to incorporate elements from diferent traditions into his life. 
And faced with the fundamental arbitrariness of cultural diferences, he 
might become more ambivalent toward or less identifed with his own 
tradition. Moreover, it is possible – indeed, now more than ever – to have 
an authentic relationship to multiple traditions. Globalization means that 
there is more freedom of movement and association than previously im-
aginable. Since we are never done being formed, people who move to new 
countries or who fnd themselves in new cultural situations can become 
assimilated to new traditions. Children of immigrants can be also raised 
in multiple traditions more or less simultaneously. However, the possibil-
ity of being bi- or tri-cultural is importantly diferent from being cosmo-
politan. A cosmopolitan is a member of a particular tradition that seeks 
to live beyond tradition. The person who belongs to multiple traditions 
lives both in and between diferent traditional frameworks. This juggling 
act is rarely seamless. Tensions inevitably arise at points on which tradi-
tions diverge, and sometimes sacrifces of certain traditional values or 
goods need to be made. These difculties make traditionalism more com-
plicated, as they present certain hardships for individuals caught between 
cultures. But they do not eliminate the possibility of authentic traditional-
ism altogether. 

Further, as people from diferent cultures continue to come into contact, 
interact, and infuence each other, traditions can merge into each other. 
Globalization increases the likelihood of this happening. If or when this 
happens, the total number of traditions in the world may diminish. Hypo-
thetically, there may even come a point in human history when all cultures 
will have merged into one. Since each tradition has intrinsic value, a lot 
will have been lost in that case, and the world will have become a poorer 
place.16 But what will not have been lost is tradition. The monoculture sce-
nario would represent the total domination of one tradition, not the dis-
appearance of tradition altogether. Because human beings must live life in 
one way or another, tradition will exist as long as humans do. So, while 
globalization poses a danger to particular traditions, it does not threaten 
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the existence of tradition altogether. And as long as tradition exists, some 
kind of authentic traditionalism will be possible. 

Thus, the authenticity objection does not go through. What it means 
to be a traditionalist will change as traditions change, and it may become 
more complicated in an increasingly globalized world. But traditionalism 
will continue to be a practicable possibility for cosmopolitans and non-
cosmopolitans alike. 

3. 

But traditionalism depends on more than the bare possibility of having an 
authentic relationship to tradition. Insofar as it entails love and devotion, 
this orientation toward tradition is principally afective. A second objec-
tion concerns the difculty of acquiring such an orientation in the modern 
world. If Waldron’s example of the cosmopolitan shows anything, it shows 
that the afective orientation of the traditionalist may not be a viable op-
tion for many people today. For even if this individual is inextricably part 
of some tradition, he does not feel especially identifed with it, and he cer-
tainly does not love it. For him, spiritual devotion seems to be out of the 
question. Thus, the worry is that most people are now so afectively dis-
engaged from their traditions that traditionalism is efectively impossible. 

In addressing this objection, it is worth distinguishing the reasons that 
people can fail to be moved by tradition. Some are positively hostile to 
tradition based on certain ideas. This group includes those who view tra-
ditionalism as inherently tribalistic and immoral, retrograde and oppres-
sive, or inauthentic or unsophisticated. I have already provided arguments 
against these charges, and while arguments alone may not work to defuse 
the hostility, there is not much more I can say to this group. The challenge 
I want to consider here is not based on ideas and, hence, more resistant 
to argument: as society becomes more globalized and traditional ways of 
life come under threat, it is increasingly difcult to be emotionally engaged 
with tradition. In these circumstances, the default attitude toward tradi-
tion is indiference, which is just as much an obstacle to traditionalism as 
hostility. 

However, I do not think that the afective orientation of traditionalism 
is as distant as it may at frst seem. This is because, beyond being inextri-
cably part of some tradition, each person has also already formed some 
emotional attachment to it. Technological advances and globalization 
have not changed the way that a person is initiated into a tradition. No 
matter which society into which one is born, there is only one way to come 
into tradition, and that is through the guidance of parents and caretakers. 
This work is necessarily emotional, as the introduction of traditional con-
tents is unavoidably tied up with the cultivation of emotional dispositions. 
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For instance, each person has a mother tongue, which shapes how she 
thinks and feels. So too each person was raised being delighted by stories 
and myths, entertained through art, songs, and dance. Each person learned 
to take pleasure in certain kinds of rituals, to feel comfortable in certain 
kinds of institutions, to desire certain kinds of relationships, to take pride 
in certain kinds of accomplishment. Each person learned to enjoy a tradi-
tion before she ever knew what it was.17 This kind of enjoyment is tightly 
bound up with being the recipient of love and care, as parents and caretak-
ers use pleasure to guide our cognitive and emotional development, and 
it shapes our capacity to be providers of love and care – not just to other 
humans, but to customs, practices, institutions, arts, and so forth – in turn. 
I venture to say that, in some inarticulate way, an emotional relationship 
to tradition, un-conceptualized and rudimentary, is bound up with one’s 
attachment to life itself. Perhaps one might even see it as a primitive form 
of existential gratitude.18 Thus, in virtue of having already been initiated 
into a tradition, each person – even the most hardened cosmopolitan – has 
already acquired a place for tradition in her heart. Part of my answer to 
the objection, then, is that some attachment to tradition already exists in 
each of us, even if it does not rise to the level of consciousness. 

Of course, traditionalism requires more than unconscious attachment. 
The traditionalist is self-consciously devoted to tradition, which she posi-
tively afrms as good. Her attachment to tradition is not latent, but explic-
itly embraced and cultivated. At its strongest, it is a refectively endorsed 
spiritual orientation. So, for our purposes, it is not good enough to point 
to the existence of primitive, unconscious attachments to tradition. Insofar 
as we are interested in establishing the viability of traditionalism, we need 
to explain how such attachments can be awakened and afrmed in those 
who do not feel it. 

To this point, it should be observed that indiference to tradition is not 
just a product of globalization and technology. While the latter are con-
tributing causes, it is human nature that most accounts for indiference 
to tradition. This is because, as one’s entire way of life, tradition tends to 
fade into the background. It is entirely possible to go about life without 
giving it much thought, especially in societies that are robust and safe from 
cultural threat. For this reason, indiference to tradition is the default posi-
tion among most people – not just those in globalized, modern societies. 
As long as tradition can be taken for granted, people will not be inclined 
to treat it with special care, love, or devotion. So, we should never expect 
the love of tradition to arise spontaneously. Whenever it takes root, tra-
ditionalism will be the result of a concerted efort to overcome a natural 
state of indiference. 

This work takes the form of what might be called traditional educa-
tion, or an education that is dedicated to instilling understanding and 
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appreciation of one’s own tradition. Unlike initiation into a tradition, tra-
ditional education is not automatic or natural. It must be pursued with 
diligence over years or, even, the course of a lifetime. And because tradi-
tion is always evolving, it can never really be complete. Since societies 
have a strong existential interest in their own perpetuation, some form of 
traditional education can be found in every society that has ever existed. 
So, Homer and Hesiod sang about heroes and gods, the origins of the uni-
verse, the human condition, and techniques of farming, and tribal elders in 
Native American cultures passed down origin myths, tales of great deeds, 
and skills in hunting and warring.19 Chinese traditional education focused 
on the study of classical texts such as the Book of Odes, Book of Rites, 
and Spring and Autumn Annals and the practice of ritual, calligraphy, and 
music.20 Classical education in the West was based in Greek and Latin 
sources, such as Homer, Plato, Aristotle, Sophocles, Euripides, Herodotus, 
Thucydides, Vergil, Livy, Tacitus, Cicero, Seneca, Augustine, Aquinas, and 
more. Diferences notwithstanding, these various forms of education and 
courses of study have a common goal: they all aim at instilling an under-
standing and appreciation of tradition. And in so doing, they nurture a 
kind of emotional investment in its ways. 

Traditional education, as I am using the term, works like the pedagogy 
of art appreciation, which operates on the assumption that those who can 
truly see or understand a thing of beauty are naturally moved to love it. 
Since love cannot be forced, one must be brought to see that which is 
worth loving. One standard part of art appreciation involves gaining fac-
tual knowledge about history, context, medium, genre, technique, and so 
on. To the untrained eye, a masterful brushstroke might look like nothing 
but a smudge of ink. But knowledge of when, where, and how it was made 
can alter how the mark is perceived, and an altered perception, now alive 
to nuances of signifcance right before the eyes, can kindle appreciation 
and awaken love. Similarly, traditional education seeks to acquaint people 
with myriad details of historical events, personages, documents, laws and 
institutions, customs and practices, proprieties and prohibitions, values, 
myths, beliefs, arguments, skills, arts, and so forth. The ultimate goal of 
mastering such information is not a theoretical ability to explain or even 
knowledge for knowledge’s sake, but something more emotional – namely, 
admiration of human wisdom as it is embodied in a particular way of 
life. The customs, practices, institutions, and artifacts that structure how 
a people live are not the inevitable results of nature, and the values and 
principles that pattern how a people think did not simply appear out of 
the blue. Rather, life as one knows it is the product of ingenuity, care, and 
experience, as well as sacrifce and dedication. Altogether, tradition em-
bodies the astonishing ways in which those who came before gave shape to 
human life. In coming to understand a tradition, one gains an appreciation 
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of what I have called its “humaneness” – the way in which it elevates the 
human being into something better than nature. Humaneness is a form of 
beauty, and the natural response to it is admiration and love. 

Of course, my claims for traditionalism go beyond mere appreciation or, 
even, simple admiration and love. I claim that the love of tradition can be 
spiritual in character. While I will not rule out the idea that one’s relationship 
to art can be spiritual, I think the spirituality of traditionalism is, at least, dif-
ferent in kind. The diference consists in the fact that, unlike art appreciation, 
traditional education is always self-referential. Insofar as it instills an under-
standing and appreciation of one’s own tradition, traditional education is 
necessarily a kind of self-discovery. In coming to appreciate the humaneness 
of her own tradition, a person comes to appreciate how tradition formed her. 
She becomes attuned to the physiognomy of her own existence and realizes 
the limits of her own agency. She sees her projects and purposes rooted in 
something larger, patterns of thought and feeling established by her predeces-
sors echoed in her own. Her sense of self is situated in a world of meaning 
that connects her with others, both past and future. At bottom, the appre-
ciation of the humaneness of her own tradition is an appreciation of what 
makes her human and, ultimately, what it means to be alive. The appropriate 
attitude toward this realization is not just admiration and love, but profound, 
existential gratitude. And this, I argued, is the basis of a spiritual devotion. 
In that case, we can see traditional education as a kind of spiritual practice, 
which aims at the development of traditionalism as a spiritual orientation. 

Thus, the fact that traditionalism is increasingly rare these days is no ob-
jection to my view. Love and devotion to tradition is the fruit of a tremen-
dous amount of deliberate efort on the part of an individual to overcome a 
natural inertia toward viewing one’s own tradition indiferently. This indif-
ference can be counteracted through an education that is as much emotional 
and spiritual as it is cognitive. While features of the modern world introduce 
new complications to traditional education, the activity is as old as human-
ity itself. Because of its connection with both individual development and 
the perpetuation of society, it is natural for human beings to both give and 
receive traditional education. Indeed, this is a reason to think that modern 
obstacles to traditionalism are not as great as they might seem. For, even if 
it is not consciously delivered as such, traditional education will continue 
to be delivered at home and in communities, through parents, family mem-
bers, neighbors, and elders, in religious organizations, social clubs, cultural 
societies, neighborhood associations, museums, parks, and more. Sources of 
traditional education are everywhere. As long as this continues to be the case, 
the possibility of traditionalism is not lost, though deliberate efort and at-
tention will be required for its full revival. Given the current state of modern, 
globalized society, the difculty of this task should not be underestimated. 
But there is enough to keep hope alive. 
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4. 

In this book, I have argued that modern secularists face a spirituality prob-
lem that threatens to weaken moral life. The so-called death of God did 
not mean the end of morality. But detached from a transcendent good, 
secular morality became narrower, shallower, and coarser than its reli-
gious counterpart. Over the last few chapters, I have proposed that this 
threat can be addressed by traditionalism, and in the course of considering 
worries about the practical feasibility of my view, I have now arrived at a 
rather concrete recommendation. If the argument of the previous section 
is correct, the lack of spirituality in secular moral life can be addressed 
through traditional education. This would be a considerable step toward 
resolving the spirituality problem. By way of conclusion, I ofer some re-
marks on how this recommendation might be put into practice in secular, 
Western societies today. 

In particular, I want to focus on traditional education in the schools. 
And within schools, I want to focus on the humanities. On a standard 
conception, the humanities include subjects such as history, language, lit-
erature, philosophy, and the arts. Excluded from this domain of study are 
physical and social sciences, technology, engineering, and math, which are 
popularly known as the STEM felds. STEM felds take as their objects of 
study the objective nature of reality, both human and non-human. They 
are, of course, immensely important, and they have a place in traditional 
courses of study: the medieval quadrivium was comprised of mathematics, 
geometry, harmonics, and astronomy; the modern conception of the lib-
eral arts includes the natural and social sciences. But the STEM felds are 
not what I am referring to as “traditional education,” which is dedicated 
to instilling knowledge and appreciation of tradition as such. I propose 
that the humanities, on the other hand, do have a claim to be a form of 
traditional education. 

On a standard conception, what links humanistic studies is that they 
are aimed at understanding ourselves as what I have called “bearers of 
humanity.” One is a bearer of humanity in virtue of belonging to a broadly 
ethical community, capable of responding to reasons and values, refect-
ing on what is worthwhile, cultivating virtues, fulflling responsibilities, 
taking on projects, and living meaningful lives. In studying the humani-
ties, one seeks to understand what it means to be a bearer of humanity at 
both a personal and collective level. While facts and information about 
objective reality are not foreign to this aim, they can only be preliminary. 
What matters most of all is how these facts and pieces of information are 
interpreted, which is an activity that is essentially infnite, open-ended, and 
subject to constant revision. Thus, humanities felds tend to work with 
language and other modes of expression that people use to converse about 
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and refect on their lives together. They do not make “progress” in the 
way that the STEM felds do, but that is no faw. For the goal is not to 
reach some end that is antecedently deemed good for human beings, but 
to understand what it means to be human and what is worth aiming for 
in the frst place.21 

One might notice that this account makes no reference to any particular 
tradition. Defenders of humanistic education may say that this is because 
the humanities are not tied to any particular tradition. On this view, a 
humanities education has a universalistic aim. Questions about what it 
means to be human and what is worth aiming for in the frst place are 
not tied to individual traditions, but rather refer to a “common human-
ity” shared by all humans. It is true, of course, that particular works and 
fgures come from particular traditions. Homer and Shakespeare belong to 
European tradition. But, it is said, their insights transcend their historical 
and cultural contexts. In essence, they speak to the same human concerns 
as Native American elders, West African Griots, Cao Xueqin, Matsuo 
Basho, and Nāgārjuna. On this view, experiences of human vulnerabil-
ities, limits, needs, and aspirations are perennial and shared by people 
everywhere. Despite surface diferences, there is a common core to what 
it means for a human being to fourish. The point of humanities educa-
tion, then, is to “learn enough about the diferent to recognize common 
aims, aspirations, and values, and enough about these common ends to see 
how variously they are instantiated in the many cultures and many histo-
ries.”22 This vision of the humanities – we could call it a “cosmopolitan” 
vision – downplays cultural diference. It seeks to “illuminate our common 
humanity and inspire refection about fundamental human concerns.”23 

An education in the humanities is thus a way to transcend the particular 
culture and tradition of one’s birth in order to arrive at an understanding 
of common humanity. If this is true, it is inappropriate to associate the 
humanities with traditional education. 

By now, it should be clear why I disagree with this assessment. In 
Chapter 6, I argued that the concept of common humanity is insuf-
fcient to account for our lives as bearers of humanity. While human 
nature, a biological concept, is truly universal to all human beings, 
humanity, an ethical concept, is not. I argued, instead, that every tra-
dition has its own conception of humanity that undergirds a set of 
particular, concrete possibilities for human life. One can, of course, 
discern certain abstract commonalities among diferent conceptions of 
humanity. However, these commonalities do not derive from a more 
fundamental or shared essence, and, more importantly, they do not 
carry more weight than the diferences. For the purposes of both truth 
and respectful engagement, it is just as important to understand how 
cultures difer as to understand how they are similar. Humanity is a 
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pluralistic concept. Insofar as the humanities seek to elucidate what it 
means to be a bearer of humanity, they need to be culturally specifc 
and fne-grained in their approach. 

It is also worth reiterating a conclusion from this chapter: the cosmopol-
itan conception of common humanity is not universal, but rather part of 
what we have discussed as the “tradition of reason.”24 This view is histori-
cally grounded in ancient Greek philosophers, who have a foundational 
role in shaping the history of the West. Also relevant to the development 
of this perspective is Christian universalism, and the subsequent evolu-
tion of Greco-Christian thought in Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment 
thinking. Common humanity emphasizes the signifcance of that which is 
common across human beings – rationality, say, or human nature – and 
minimizes the signifcance of contingencies, such as history, geography, 
and chance, that diferentiate us. Insofar as it aspires to universality and 
neutrality, this conception is also distinctively self-efacing. But it is just as 
much based on contestable assumptions and values – about the nature and 
status of the individual, say, or the relative importance of reason – as any 
other conception. That is to say, the cosmopolitan conception of common 
humanity refects a particular interpretation of what constitutes humanity. 
It is itself a product of one particular tradition. 

For these reasons, it does not make sense to think of humanities educa-
tion as the study of humanity simpliciter. Instead, the humanities must be 
aimed at elucidating particular, culturally embedded conceptions of hu-
manity. More specifcally, there is an important function in each society 
for a humanities education that aims at elucidating its own conception of 
humanity. This education would pay attention to the particular contents 
of its own tradition – narratives, myths, literatures, art works, architec-
tures, musical forms, sports, and more – with a view to understanding 
what is distinctive about its own perspective. This is a difcult task since 
people tend to take their own traditions for granted. Thus, the humani-
ties must work to overcome the presumptions of the familiar, facilitating 
articulacy about concepts, values, beliefs, and attitudes that are obvious 
to those within a society, but not obvious to those outside of it. Certain 
traditions, perhaps because they are embattled or small, may be more alive 
to the distinctiveness of their points of view. Other traditions, perhaps 
because they are culturally dominant, are less so. This applies especially 
to traditions that hold cosmopolitan conceptions of common humanity, 
which aspire to universality. For people who belong to such traditions, 
it is the job of the humanities to not only bring the distinctive features of 
this conception of humanity into view, but also to foster appreciation for 
the “tradition of reason” that supports it. Thus, without denying that the 
humanities have other aims, I propose that they are a form of what I have 
called traditional education. 
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Some might object to this claim by pointing out that the humanities are 
essentially, if not exclusively, critical. The point of studying the humanities 
is not indoctrination into a particular cultural outlook, but rather to think 
critically about one’s values and beliefs. This activity includes shedding 
light on the way that one’s tradition refects power structures or perpetu-
ates injustices, and it may just as easily lead to the rejection of tradition as 
to its appreciation. Insofar as traditional education promotes the apprecia-
tion of and, ultimately, devotion to tradition, the humanities do not seem 
to ft the bill. 

Not all forms of traditional education emphasize criticism to the degree 
that the modern humanities do. At the same time, traditional education 
is not without critical possibilities, and criticism is not incompatible with 
appreciation. To learn a tradition is not to learn one point of view, but a 
whole framework of multiple, divergent, sometimes inconsistent and con-
tradictory, points of view, which are perpetually in conversation with each 
other. Insofar as they force the student to take up a critical stance, the hu-
manities enable her to participate in these conversations and explore their 
implications. And insofar as critical scrutiny is necessary to maintaining 
the viability of tradition, they could be viewed as essential for the survival 
of tradition. This form of traditional education may yield harsh criticism, 
but, at bottom, I do not think it is simply neutral. Insofar as our concep-
tion of humanity is the basis of our ethical lives, our approach to these 
topics cannot be purely disinterested. We criticize in order to correct, and 
we correct because we care. 

Others might object that my vision of the humanities is too parochial 
for today’s world. Globalization and technology put us into contact with 
people from all over the world, and we need to understand people outside 
of our own traditions in order to interact with them in meaningful and re-
spectful ways. Therefore, a modern humanities education must emphasize 
learning about other traditions as much as one’s own. 

It is true that, at certain times in history, traditional education may not 
have required knowing very much about others. But that is no longer the 
case. These days, almost no tradition is entirely self-contained. Societies 
are constantly interacting with each other, and they are irrevocably shaped 
in the process. Without knowledge of the history and processes of mutual 
infuence, one’s appreciation of any particular tradition is necessarily in-
complete and impoverished. Moreover, acquaintance with other societies 
brings to light aspects of one’s own tradition that would otherwise remain 
hidden. This phenomenon is well-known to students of foreign languages, 
who often end up learning as much about their own language as they do 
about the other. Without the contrast of a foreign tongue, the idiosyncra-
sies of one’s own vocabulary and grammatical structures never fully come 
to light. The same point applies more broadly to understanding the values, 
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beliefs, and concepts that are so easily taken for granted as parts of one’s 
tradition.25 For both of these reasons, “to know only one’s own tradition 
is not to know even that.”26 Insofar as humanities is a form of traditional 
education, it must include the study of other traditions. 

I realize that not everyone will agree with the claim that the humani-
ties is a form of traditional education. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, 
practically speaking, my view is not all that diferent from how humanities 
are currently taught. I support humanities as a critical endeavor. I believe in 
the need to teach diverse traditions, and I think highlighting commonalities 
between diferent peoples can be a powerful way to build bridges between 
cultures. I also do not deny that humanities have other aims besides tradi-
tional education – for instance, the cultivation of critical reasoning skills, a 
commitment to justice, and self-actualization. In the end, I am not propos-
ing a change to how humanities are taught, so much as advocating for an 
awareness of what the humanities can do. As I see it, the humanities can be 
a place where we collectively refect on tradition, increase our knowledge of 
it, and cultivate appreciation for the way in which it supports our humanity. 

If what I have argued over Part 3 is correct, the humanities can thus 
speak directly to the spirituality problem. By cultivating appreciation of 
how our traditions formed us, the humanities lay the foundation for exis-
tential gratitude and the sort of love and devotion to a transcendent good 
that can support moral life. Indeed, anyone who is serious about address-
ing the spirituality problem today should commit to strengthening the 
humanities. As society grows increasingly fragmented and individualistic, 
formal education – at least through primary and secondary school – is 
one area of experience that remains, to some degree, common. Insofar as 
it is part of formal education, the humanities ensure that some traditional 
content is available to most, if not all, members of society. This presenta-
tion may not lead to traditionalism, but it provides foundations that can 
be subsequently developed. Humanities education is thus one of the most 
direct ways we have to shore up the spiritual foundations of moral life. 
While there are many reasons to support the humanities, this one strikes 
me as especially crucial. 

5. 

This recommendation may appear to some as oblivious or pollyannaish. 
For present educational trends are rather inhospitable to the humanities, 
as STEM felds dominate, humanities programs are shuttered, and human-
ities disciplines become ever more closed in on themselves. The humanities 
are not, of course, limited to higher education, and there is a distinction 
between humanities education and humanities scholarship. But what is 
happening to the humanities in higher education – and here I am speaking 
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most specifcally about the American system because that is the system I 
know best – is a refection of broader societal beliefs and priorities. What 
is happening there speaks to struggles and conficts found in the rest of 
society. 

Defenders of humanities education nobly try to stem the tide. Some 
of their arguments – humanities cultivate skills that prepare students for 
the work force by providing training in critical thinking, argumenta-
tion, interpretation, and writing – probably concede too much to the 
opposition. Because they are predicated on ends that are external or, 
at best, tangential to the humanities, these arguments risk corrupting 
the defenders. Those who seek to be “useful” or “relevant” run the 
risk of becoming the handmaidens of business, industry, or other spe-
cial interests. Other arguments – the humanities develop autonomous, 
free-thinking, open-minded individuals who can think for themselves, 
contribute to civic formation and social justice, enrich our lives and pro-
mote human fourishing, help us understand each other, and instill an 
appreciation of tradition – are less liable to corruption because they are 
based on ends that are internal to the humanities. Unfortunately, such 
arguments tend to be convincing only to those who have already been 
deeply formed by the humanities. In the world we live in today, those 
with the most power and infuence over the future of education are often 
those who are least capable of waging – or willing to wage – the needed 
defenses. And so the cycle is vicious. As the humanities weaken, they 
are less able to produce thinkers who can defend them, and without de-
fenders, humanities will continue to weaken. The future of humanities 
education looks bleak. While traditions will exist as long as humans are 
around, the same cannot be said of humanities departments, scholars, 
and institutions. 

I want to end, however, on a less pessimistic note. Current fears for 
the survival of the humanities concern questions of policies and re-
sources; they are matters of politics and economics, as well as cultural 
attitudes and infuences. We can say that they are about the institutional 
and social contexts of the humanities. But they are ultimately not about 
the most essential activities of the humanities themselves – namely, 
learning and refection on what it means to be bearers of humanity. The 
institutional and social contexts cannot be ignored because humanistic 
learning and refection takes place in a material world with competing 
interests and fnite resources. They need support in the form of struc-
tures, libraries, collections, performance spaces, instructors, scholars, 
audiences, and so on, all of which require resources and social capital. 
But it is worth keeping in mind that institutional and social contexts 
change. They have not always taken the forms they presently do: Homer 
and Hesiod, the teachers of the Greeks, could not have anticipated the 
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Academy of Plato, who had no notion of the structure and pedagogy 
of the medieval university; Aquinas worked in a system that is only 
faintly echoed in higher education today. And because nothing stays 
the same forever, it is inevitable that humanistic learning and refection 
as we know them today will look diferent in the future. When that 
happens, humanities departments may no longer exist and scholarship 
as we know it may cease to be produced. But that does not mean that 
the activity of understanding ourselves as bearers of humanity will end. 
New ways will emerge. 

But while no institutional or social context is essential to learning and 
refection, there is one sine qua non without which they cannot exist. Cit-
ing canonical contents of Confucian tradition, Xunzi explains the impor-
tance of teachers: 

In learning, nothing is more expedient than to draw near to the 
right person. Rituals and music provide proper models but give no 
precepts. The Odes and Documents contain ancient stories but no 
explanation of their present application. The Spring and Autumn 
Annals is terse and cannot be quickly understood. However, if you 
imitate the right person in his practice of the precepts of the gentle-
man, then you will come to honor these things for their comprehen-
siveness, and see them as encompassing the whole world. Thus, in 
learning, nothing is more expedient than to draw near to the right 
person.27 

The contents of tradition are not self-explanatory. Anyone can learn the 
contents of a tradition by rote – memorizing lines of text, collecting facts, 
mastering techniques of scansion, and so forth. But this sort of knowledge 
is only the tip of the iceberg. Learning – real learning – requires teachers 
who are able to bring the contents of tradition to life: “He who by reani-
mating the Old can gain knowledge of the New is indeed ft to be called 
a teacher.”28 Teachers do not treat tradition as a collection of dead facts 
to be acquired or rote procedures to be mastered, but a vibrant, dynamic 
source of life that calls for creative engagement. They show how ancient 
wisdom illuminates modern issues, and teach us how to tap into the well-
springs of everything that we love and value. Without their guidance, tra-
dition does not speak to us. 

It is, thus, paramount that we fnd the right teachers. The teachers we 
seek do not belong to any particular institutional or social context. They 
are not necessarily those who are certifed to instruct in schools or hold-
ers of advanced degrees. They do not necessarily produce scholarship or 
give lectures. They are just as likely to be artists or poets as they are to be 
professors or instructors.29 They can be parents or grandparents, rulers, 
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chiefs, or leaders. They can also be found in hinterlands, far from the halls 
of power and infuence.30 They will, of course, need to know a substantial 
amount of traditional content. But they are not merely well informed or 
knowledgeable. Indeed, that is not even their most distinguishing feature. 
Because “teaching the old is harder than teaching the new,” they must 
be especially imaginative and fexible in their thinking, and non-dogmatic 
and open-minded in their approach to learning.31 They must love learning 
to an exceptional degree.32 They are attuned to the goodness of tradition 
and, thus, alive to the sacred sources of our humanity. Despite being on 
the surface of everything we see, hear, and touch, this goodness is most 
difcult to see. Teachers are those who are capable of bringing it to view, 
and for this reason, they are key to nurturing the spirituality that is needed 
for moral life. 

Notes 

1 John McDowell, Mind and World (Harvard University Press, 1996), 98–99. 
2 Edward Shils, Tradition (University of Chicago Press, 1981), 21. 
3 Jeremy Waldron, “Minority Cultures and the Cosmopolitan Alternative,” 

University of Michigan Journal of Law Reform 25, no. 3 & 4 (1992): 754. 
4 Salman Rushdie, “In Good Faith,” in Imaginary Homelands (Penguin, 1991), 

393–4. Cited in Waldron, “Minority Cultures,” 751–2. 
5 Waldron, “Minority Cultures,” 780. 
6 Waldron, “Minority Cultures,” 763. 
7 Waldron, “Minority Cultures,” 763. 
8 Waldron, “Minority Cultures,” 763. This sort of inauthentic relationship to 

tradition is not unrelated to idolatry, which I discuss in Chapter 8. Trading in 
images rather than substance, it treats tradition as a dead authority, one that is 
fxed and unchanging. 

9 See Jonathan Lear, Radical Hope (Harvard University Press, 2006), 153–4. 
10 These are questions Lear raises in Radical Hope (151–2). 
11 See Chapter 7, Section 4. See also Alasdair MacIntyre: “I fnd myself part of a 

history and that is generally to say, whether I like it or not, whether I recognize 
it or not, one of the bearers of a tradition.” After Virtue (University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1984), 221. 

12 In the previous chapter, I made a related argument about cosmopolitan, uni-
versalist morality in particular. 

13 Shils, Tradition, 21. 
14 Shils,, Tradition, 22–23. 
15 Waldron, “Minority Cultures,” 754. 
16 I argued in Chapter 6, Sections 5–6 that all traditions have intrinsic value. 

Those values are lost once the traditions cease to exist. 
17 See Michael Oakeshott, “Political Education,” in Rationalism in Politics 

(Liberty Fund, 1991), 62. 
18 See Chapter 7, Sections 3–4. 
19 For a discussion of Native American education, see Raymond Cross, “Ameri-

can Indian Education: The Terror of History and the Nation’s Debt to the 
Indian Peoples, “ University of Arkansas at Little Rock Law Review 21, no. 4, 
(Summer 1999), 941–77. 
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20 For a discussion of the Confucian background, see Karyn Lai, “Learning from 
the Confucians: Learning from the Past,” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 35, 
no. 1 (2008), 97–119. 

21 As Iris Murdoch points out, this includes understanding the place of science in 
our lives. “The Idea of Perfection,” in The Sovereignty of Good (Routledge, 
2001), 33. 

22 Martha Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” The Boston Review 
(Oct. 1, 1994). 

23 Roosevelt Montas, “What Should Students Learn?” The Point (Aug. 15, 2021). 
24 Shils, Tradition, 22–23. See Section 2 above. 
25 See, for example, François Jullien, The Propensity of Things (Zone Books, 

1995), 18. 
26 Oakeshott, “Political Education,” 64. 
27 Xunzi 1.159–67, trans. Eric Hutton (Princeton University Press, 2014). 
28 A 2.11, trans. Herbert Fingarette, Confucius: The Secular as Sacred (Waveland 

Press, 1972), 68. 
29 See Goethe, Letter to Zelter, March 18, 1811. 
30 Confucius was unable to keep an ofcial position during his lifetime. See 

A 3.24. 
31 This is a Hebrew proverb cited by Josef Pieper in Tradition (15; see, especially, 

note 12). Confucians are especially opposed to rigidity in thinking; see, for 
instance, A 1.12. 

32 A 5.28, 7.20. 
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