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In his critique of Philippa Foot's moral naturalism, John McDowell critically 

examines nature-based ethical approaches. Moral naturalism attempts to 

explain moral values and principles in terms of characteristics derived from 

human nature. Inspired by Aristotelian philosophy, Foot believes that moral 

values are rooted in the natural functioning of living beings and should not 

be considered in isolation from the natural world. He emphasizes the role of 

the specific function (organ) of man in the formation of moral values. 

McDowell, influenced by the Aristotelian moral tradition, also considers the 

origin of moral values to be rooted in human nature, with the difference that 

he does not overlook the role of human reason in shaping moral values. 

McDowell, by distinguishing between primary and secondary nature in 

humans, believes that moral values are rooted in human secondary nature, 

not human primary nature, as is implied by Foote's statement. McDowell 

takes a position between Kantian rationalism and Foote's extreme 

naturalism. 
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Extended Abstract 

Neo-Aristotelian naturalism elucidates morality as a representation of the natural 
actualization of inherent human endowments; whereby, if a human being acts following their 
intrinsic nature, they live well both individually (possessing virtue) and socially (participating 
in the realization of collective interests). Consequently, morality in this perspective is not 
merely a system of conventional rules but a system that emanates from the core of nature and 
the inherent characteristics of humanity. 

John McDowell intervenes as a critical critique of Foot's viewpoint, arguing that Foot's 
conception of nature concerning humans is subject to errors. McDowell posits that humans 
possess two distinct natures: a primary nature that encompasses characteristics shared with 
other animals (such as biological and sensory needs), and a secondary nature that is the domain 
of practical rationality and moral attributes unique to humans. 

a) Distinction between Primary and Secondary Nature 

McDowell argues that one cannot simply infer moral needs and desires from natural facts, 
such as the possession of a certain number of teeth or biological capabilities. He believes that 
practical reason, which is indicative of human secondary nature, shapes moral processes. 
Consequently, moral attributes must be elucidated through an approach based on reflection 
and moral cultivation, rather than solely on the characteristics of animal life. 

b) Critique of the Naïve Conception of Nature as the Source of Morality 

McDowell points out that in Foot's view, morality is regarded as a set of natural rules that 
arise from vital structures. However, he believes that this approach cannot fully explain the 
distinction between humans and animals. From McDowell's perspective, humans, despite 
sharing certain biological characteristics with animals, possess a rational and critical 
dimension that distinguishes them from other creatures. In other words, human practical 
rationality enables them to arrive at moral decisions by evaluating moral situations that 
transcend purely natural patterns. 

c) The Significance of Practical Reason and Moral Sensitivity 

McDowell emphasizes that to possess a satisfactory understanding of moral values, it is 
necessary to refer to the moral sensitivity of the individual, in the sense that a human being, 
by utilizing practical reason and through their emotional and cognitive experiences, attains a 
comprehension of moral reality. He states that just as secondary qualities (such as colors) are 
discerned through sensory responses, moral values also arise through the interaction between 
the mind and reality. This point demonstrates that moral values are not entirely dependent on 
the human mind but rather necessitate a harmony between experience and rationality. 

d) Critique of the Reductionist Approach 

McDowell, arguing that if virtue is considered merely as an instrument for attaining 
happiness or improving living conditions, its intrinsic value will no longer be preserved, 
attempts to demonstrate that virtue must be valuable for its own sake. He opposes the view 
that confines morality solely to matters of survival and natural functioning, and believes that 
moral values necessitate the recognition of a rational and reflective dimension. In his view, the 
distinction between fact and value is acceptable solely due to the distinction between primary 
and secondary attributes; however, these two should not be considered entirely separate from 
one another. 

e) The Role of Experience and Cognition in Moral Perception 

McDowell also emphasizes the point that human experience and cognition, which 
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encompass direct interaction with the environment and the evaluation of moral situations, are 
effective in the formation of moral knowledge and moral sensitivity. In other words, the 
process of recognizing moral values simultaneously includes objective evaluations and 

subjective perceptions that together lead to an integrated understanding of moral reality. 

f) Commonalities and Differences between the Two Perspectives 

Although both approaches, whether Foot's neo-Aristotelian naturalism or McDowell's 
critique, emphasize the significance of the connection between morality and nature and human 
flourishing, fundamental differences exist between them: Foot considers moral values to 
originate from natural characteristics and inherent human functions; whereas McDowell 
emphasizes that moral values cannot be determined solely based on biological characteristics 
and that the rational dimension and moral sensitivity must be considered in their analysis. 
Furthermore, while Foot seeks to elucidate natural human functioning based on innate duties, 
McDowell emphasizes the point that human practical reason plays a decisive role in the 
formation of moral virtues, and this enables humans to react differently from other animals in 
moral situations. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, the article demonstrates that the discussion concerning moral naturalism 
invariably necessitates contemplation of the various dimensions of human nature. Foot's neo-
Aristotelian approach, seeking a return to the Aristotelian ethical tradition and relying on the 
natural functioning of beings, regards morality as the inherent actualization of virtue. On the 
other hand, John McDowell, by emphasizing the dual nature of humans—primary nature and 
secondary nature—critiques simplistic and reductionist conceptions of morality and 
emphasizes the role of practical reason, moral sensitivity, and the intrinsic value of virtue. 
Although both perspectives share certain points in common, including the acceptance that 
morality must be defined based on natural realities and the characteristics of beings, 
McDowell, by adding a rational and empirical dimension, attempts to respond to the genuine 
complexities of human morality. He demonstrates that to attain a comprehensive 
understanding of moral values, one must utilize a perspective that encompasses both the 
natural and the mental and rational characteristics of humans. In this regard, McDowell's 
critique of Foot's naturalism invites us to a deeper contemplation of moral principles, the 
manner of virtue formation, and the relationship between nature and practical reason. He 
argues that sole reliance on biological and natural characteristics cannot account for all 
dimensions of human morality, and that attention must also be paid to cognitive, emotional, 
and experiential dynamics. 
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