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ABSTRACT 
This doctoral dissertation is a study of G. H. von Wright’s (1916–2003) philosophical 
treatise The Varieties of Goodness (1963), which has been unduly neglected in later 
developments of philosophical ethics and theory of value. The first, value-theoretical 
half of The Varieties of Goodness is a study of the conceptual varieties of goodness, or of 
the different ways of employing the word “good” in language. Von Wright distinguishes 
six basic varieties: instrumental, technical, utilitarian, medical and hedonic goodness, and the good 
of some being. The second half of the book contains von Wright’s (normative) moral 
philosophy, which consists of a series of explications of concepts familiar from 
traditional philosophical ethics, such as moral goodness, virtue, moral duty and justice. 
The dissertation has three objectives: (i) to revisit and discuss von Wright’s basic 

value-theoretical ideas and proposals, (ii) to give an account of von Wright’s moral 
philosophy, and (iii) to relate his views to select other currents of the mid 20th century 
ethics. The scholarly approach is a combination of historical contextualization and 
(philosophical) critical reconstruction. The research utilizes unpublished archival 
materials and correspondence.  
Introduction examines von Wrights basic philosophical proposals and sums up 

critically the main lines of his moral philosophy. This is done, first, by identifying and 
discussing a number of axiological and moral-philosophical Grundgedanken (basic ideas) 
and their repercussions, and second, by giving an overview of von Wright’s explicative 
accounts of moral notions. I suggest that von Wright’s normative moral philosophy is 
an early example of a welfarist position in ethics. I also argue that some of his basic 
ideas still provide illuminating perspectives to philosophical disputes. On the critical 
side, I point out that some of these ideas are open to different interpretations and that 
some of von Wright’s methodological presuppositions are problematic. 
In the Articles, The Varieties of Goodness is approached from various angles. Article I 

discusses von Wright’s conception of philosophy and the analytical method that is used 
in charting the varieties of goodness. Article II focuses on one of the key ideas of von 
Wright’s moral-philosophical endeavour: the idea that moral goodness is a non-
autonomous form of goodness in search of a meaning. Article III discusses the notion of the good 
of man (human welfare), which is a pivotal notion in von Wright’s explication of moral 
value. Articles IV and V are devoted to the relation between The Varieties of Goodness and 
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s (1889–1951) philosophical heritage. Article IV traces the 
development of von Wright’s work in the 1950s and shows how his philosophical 
approach is variously indebted to Wittgenstein’s late work. Article V contains a 
thorough criticism of James Klagge’s recent interpretation of von Wright’s and 
Wittgenstein’s views on the varieties of goodness. 
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PART I: INTRODUCTION 

 
Πολλαχῶς γὰρ λέγεται καὶ ἰσαχῶς τῷ ὄντι τὸ ἀγαθόν. 

Aristoteles, Ethica Eudemia 1217b25–26. 
 

1. Approaching The Varieties of Goodness (1963) 

“[The] Varieties [of Goodness]”, remarked the Finnish philosopher Georg Henrik von 
Wright (1916–2003) in his Intellectual Autobiography,1  

is the only book of mine of which I could say that writing it was 
easy and enjoyable. […] Of all my scholarly works it is the most 
personal and – if I may say so myself – the best argued. (von Wright 
1989, 34.) 

Besides being the author’s personal favourite, The Varieties of Goodness (= von Wright 
1963a, abbr. as VoG or The Varieties) has a special position in von Wright’s literal oeuvre 
in terms of its topic and contents. The book is the author’s only book-length 
contribution to value theory and ethics. It contains an original sketch of a novel, 
analytical approach to ethics, in which moral phenomena and traditional questions of 
moral philosophy are investigated in the light of a comprehensive analysis of goodness 
in its all varieties. In no other book, von Wright investigates in comparable detail 
concepts such as goodness, virtue, happiness, duty or justice. Even though the author 
sometimes later returned to topics discussed in the book and revised some of his 
analyses in important respects, on many issues The Varieties remained his final word. 2 It 

 
1 Intellectual Autobiography was published in volume XIX of the renowned Library of Living 
Philosophers (= Schilpp & Hahn 1989), dedicated to von Wright’s philosophy. Intellectual 
Autobiography was, however, originally written in 1972–3, with some later revisions (see von 
Wright 1989, footnote on p.4). Thus, the views expressed in it may not always be taken to express 
von Wright’s views at the very time of its (belated) publication. Compare n. 22, below. 
2 As an example of how von Wright later revised his conception of ‘the good of man’, see Article 
III and Section 4.1 of this Introduction. The most important later works that return to the topics 
of VoG are von Wright 1980, 1982, 1986a, 1989, 1999, 2000 and 2006; see also interviews von 
Wright 1997 and 1998, the new Preface to the Finnish translation of VoG in von Wright 2001, 
and an unpublished late article “Custom – The Basis of Morality”, preserved at the von Wright 
and Wittgenstein Archives (abbr. WWA), Wri-SF-116a-02. The focus in this Introduction is on 
VoG: while I do occasionally refer to later works, I do this to illuminate the discussions in VoG.  
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also exhibits a highly original, non-formal approach to conceptual analysis in the theory 
of value. Thus, for anyone interested in von Wright as a moral philosopher or as a 
theorist of value, The Varieties of Goodness constitutes the most important singular source.  
The Varieties of Goodness is based on the second set of von Wright’s Gifford lectures, 

given in St. Andrews in the early 1960.3 The first set, given a year earlier, was published 
in 1963 as Norm and Action (abbr. N&A, = von Wright 1963b).4 These two sets of 
lectures were delivered under the common title “Norms and Values”. One may thus 
view the two resultant books as relatively independent sister volumes, of which N&A 
represents von Wright’s approach to norms, whereas The Varieties contains his account 
of values. Judging by the book’s contents and methods, the treatises are, however, 
surprisingly dissimilar. N&A is today considered a classic of formal approaches to 
norms and the foundations of legislation.5 In it, a series of axiomatic logical systems is 
presented, extending from a logic of change via logic of action to deontic logic proper, 
i.e., the logic of the triad of mutually definable normative notions ought to (obligatory), may 
(permitted), and must not (forbidden). In contrast, The Varities of Goodness does not contain 
logical or axiomatic treatments of its subject matter. Rather, the book has affinities with 
the methods of the mid-20th century Oxford movement (the so-called ‘ordinary 
language philosophy’), as the varieties of goodness are presented explicitly as the 
“multiplicity of the uses of the word ‘good’” (VoG, 8). 
On the basis of the fundamental insight that goodness is manifested in several 

conceptual varieties, von Wright embarks on a project that consists of two interrelated 
but methodically different moments.6 The first is the axiological moment of identifying, 
describing and carefully articulating the conceptual varieties of goodness and their 
mutual interconnections (VoG, Chs. I–V). In the second moment, von Wright, building 
on his analysis of the varieties of goodness, provides explications of concepts such as 
‘moral goodness’, ‘virtue’, ‘duty’ and ‘justice’ (VoG, Chs. VI–X). These explications 
contain von Wright’s moral philosophy proper – i.e., his normative proposals as to what 
kind of standards we ought to adopt in evaluating the worth of our actions, choices, 
character traits, etc.  

 
3 A printed 7 page ‘Syllabus of Lectures’, which lists the headers of the lectures and gives a short 
conspectus of their contents is preserved as WWA: Wri-SF-034-a. According to this program, 
the series comprised of ten lectures given between 11 January and 3 March 1960.  
4 In WWA, there are several earlier typed versions of both books. On the basis of these materials, 
it is possible to follow the emergence of the books from first hand-written sketches via the 
typescripts of the Gifford-lectures to the printed books as we know them. On VoG, see items 
WWA: Wri-SF-033–034, Wri-SF-038, on N&A, WWA: Wri-SF-039–042.  
5 Alchourrón & Bulygin (1989, 665), for example, note that it is “difficult to exaggerate” von 
Wright’s importance for philosophy of law. 
6 See especially Articles I, II and III and Section 4 of this Introduction.  
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G. H. von Wright’s approach to value theory and moral philosophy, as suggested 
and developed in The Varieties of Goodness and some other relevant writings, constitutes 
the topic of this doctoral dissertation. 

1.1. A Neglected Contribution? 

In his Intellectual Autobiography, von Wright continues the reflection, quoted above, on 
the value of The Varieties of Goodness with an observation concerning the book’s fate and 
reception:  

It is therefore with mild surprise, but without bitterness, that I must 
note that this book has left hardly any trace in subsequent ethical 
and value-theoretic discussion. It seems to be very much at odds 
with contemporary ethical thinking – at least in the analytical 
tradition where this work belongs. (von Wright 1989, 34.)7 

Today, more than 30 years have elapsed since von Wright’s statement. As far as the 
reception is concerned, not much has changed. In contemporary philosophical 
discussions, The Varieties is rarely referred to. Sometimes even philosophers working on 
questions that go to the very heart of von Wright’s treatise – the problematics related 
to the axiological question concerning the conceptual unity and variety of goodness – 
either fail, or choose not, to relate their own suggestions and arguments to those 
expounded in The Varieties.8 Alongside this neglect in contemporary reception, there 
goes a parallel neglect in the historiography of philosophy: The Varieties of Goodness is 
seldom mentioned in general overviews of the 20th century ethics or in contemporary 
standard-works.9 This implies that, in the eyes of a historian of philosophy, the book 

 
7 The same evaluation is repeated in von Wright 2002, 215–217. 
8 Let me here mention three recent examples, two from general theory of goodness, one from 
the theory of wellbeing. (1) Richard Rowland (2016 and 2019) has recently discussed the 
phenomenon of the varieties of goodness at length, arguing for a so-called bucket-passing 
analysis of value. Neither his article (2016) nor his book (2019) mention von Wright’s 
contribution, let alone discuss it. (2) Neither is von Wright’s mentioned in the bibliography of 
David Conan Wolfsdorf’s recent treatise On Goodness (2019), which, like VoG, is a contribution 
to general analysis of goodness. (3) Richard Kraut’s What is Good and Why (2007) develops a well-
being based approach to ethics, building on a general analysis of goodness, in particular the form 
“good-for”. The book contains no reference to von Wright, even though Kraut’s path is strongly 
parallel with von Wright’s: As is shown in Section 4, below, von Wright, too, building on a 
comprehensive study of goodness, adopted welfare and the associated notion of the beneficial 
(good-for) as the main reference point of his normative ethics. 
9 E.g., the second edition of Warnock’s overview of ethics since 1900 (1966), Arrington’s survey 
of ethics since 1945 (1997), Deigh’s “Ethics in the analytical tradition” (2013). Of contemporary 
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has left only insignificant traces in the history of moral philosophy. Consequently, the 
position of von Wright’s work within the history of analytical ethics is unclear and 
mostly remains to be charted. As a third aspect of neglect, one may observe that explicit 
scholarly work on von Wright’s ethics and value theory remains surprisingly limited. 
Secondary bibliography on the Varieties, though more substantial today than in 1989, is 
still surprisingly scarce.10 
One may thus speak of a tripartite neglect of The Varieties of Goodness, comprising of 

systematic, historical and scholarly lack of reception and reappraisal. As far as I see, to this 
day, there is no comprehensive and commonly accepted standard interpretation of the 
central philosophical proposals of The Varieties of Goodness. Similarly, the book’s relation 
to early-to-mid-20th century discussions that predate it, and to later developments in 
philosophical ethics remain obscure. This doctoral dissertation aspires to take a step 
towards mending this scholarly deficiency. But before presenting my research objectives 
and the structure of this thesis, I should like to elaborate on the tripartite neglect and 
the possible reasons behind it. 
It is my conviction that von Wright’s approach to value theory and ethics, as 

suggested in The Varieties, is highly original: suggestive proposals abound, and an 
extensive area of philosophical ground is covered. In Sections 2–4 of this Introduction, 
and in the Articles I–V, I pinpoint and discuss a series of such promising but 
underappreciated ideas. Thus, I do not think – as somebody might perhaps suggest – 
that von Wright’s book has been neglected simply because it lacks interesting 
philosophical substance. But if my judgment is correct, one may legitimately wonder 
why the book’s reception has been rather modest. 
The neglect is probably an outcome of several interlocking factors. One is the 

cautious and non-polemic style of arguing and writing, very much characteristic of von 
Wright as a philosophical author. Views and theses are typically presented with 
reservations, and simple generalizations are avoided. Hence, it may occasionally be 
difficult to pinpoint von Wright’s exact views on a given issue – and this may frustrate 
readers whose preference is to place an author’s views into generally accepted pigeon-
holes, characterizable with -isms of philosophical jargon.11 Added to that, von Wright’s 

 
standard works, VoG is mentioned neither in Oxford Handbook of Ethical Theory (= Copp 2007), 
Oxford Handbook in the History of Ethics (= Crisp 2013) nor in Routledge Handbook of Metaethics (= 
McPherson & Plunkett 2018). Recently, however, both Solomon (2018) and Haldane (2019) 
have pinpointed von Wright’s work as an important milestone in the emergence of (modern) 
virtue ethics.  
10 See the overview of literature in Section 1.4, below. 
11 Example: Is von Wright a cognitivist or a non-cognitivist concerning value-judgments? – The 
question cannot be straightforwardly answered, since one of his key ideas is that there is much 
variation among what we (misleadingly) call ‘value-judgments’ (see AG 4 and 6 in Section 2.2, 
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arguments are rarely formulated in relation to the work of others: references to 
contemporary debates and authors are few, and even rarer are the occasions when the 
author directly enters such debates. While it is sometimes possible to establish 
illuminating connections between von Wright’s arguments and the work of his 
contemporaries, such connections are more often implicit than explicit. (Examples of 
such connections are given in this work.) Thus, for the readers of the 1960s, The Varieties 
may have appeared as a rather self-contained work.  
Another related factor is that The Varieties of Goodness was evidently meant as a game-

changer rather than as a comment to ongoing debates. In the book’s Preface (VoG, vi), 
von Wright presented his treatise as a “first sketch” of a new, broad approach to ethics, 
undertaken through the study of the conceptual varieties of goodness. Indeed, the book 
covers an unusually broad array of topics. Consequently, many of its suggestive ideas 
remain underdeveloped, as all their repercussions are nor examined, and all their 
presuppositions are not spelled out in detail. This feature was acknowledged by the 
author himself, as he, in the same context in the book’s Preface (ibid.), acknowledged that 
his approach is worth “being pursued with much more thoroughness” than the author 
has himself been capable of, inviting others to follow in his wake.12 In retrospect, one 
may say that this invitation has been accepted by a very limited number of philosophers. 
Hence, von Wright’s approach simply did not quite catch air under its wings in the 
1960s, and his suggestions have been largely forgotten by the following generations of 
philosophers. 
Finally, as von Wright suggested in the passage from Intellectual Autobiography, quoted 

above, some of The Varieties’ main tenets may simply have been at “odds with 
contemporary ethical thinking” of the 1960s – adding that this applies especially to the 
analytical tradition. As an example, von Wright pinpoints his hesitations concerning the 
distinction between normative ethics and metaethics, accepted by many at the time (von 
Wright 1989, 34–35 and 2001, 6–7; see Article II, Sect. 3.3., and Section 3.1, MG 5, 
below). One may easily name further similar points of disagreement.13 

 
below). Similarly, von Wright’s work undermines the possibility of identifying the work as being 
either axiological, meta-ethical or normative (cf. MG 5, in Section 3.2, below). 
12 Kurt Baier (1965, 17), in an early review of the book, noted that VoG “touches on a great 
variety of important topics that deserve extensive discussions”, but added that the presentation 
is very “tight and closely argued”.  
13 In a time, when philosophical specialization was rapidly picking up, von Wright pursued a 
particularly broad approach to ethics. As another example related to philosophical Zeitgeist, Prof. 
Leonard Waks, who lived the philosophical 60s and 70s at Stanford, remarked (in private email 
correspondence in December 2020) that formal methods were in vogue at the time, and that it 
was difficult to get students interested in von Wright’s non-formal approach to value theory.  
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It seems to me, however, that some of the aforementioned factors, which, back in 
the 1960s, primarily hampered the reception of the Varieties, may today turn out to 
constitute some of the book’s greatest assets. The fact that the book is not so closely 
tied to the mid-century discussions may make its contents less time-bound, and easier 
to approach for an unprejudiced reader. If, in the 1960s, the book was at odds with 
some main tenets of the discussions of the time, this may not apply similarly to today’s 
situation. The author’s suggestion that the book was especially at odds with the analytical 
tradition of the 1960s, discreetly suggests that his suggestions may eventually find points 
of resonance from other philosophical traditions and paradigms – be they contemporary 
or historical. And von Wright’s treatise’s ‘game-changing purpose’ – with a wealth of 
original but somewhat underdeveloped suggestions – invites an open-minded reader to 
pick up promising ideas, in order to explore their coherence, presuppositions, and 
broader repercussions. Some of these ideas may well turn out to offer fresh and 
unprobed alternatives even for today’s discussions. This doctoral dissertation is based 
on a conviction that the time is ripe for a critical re-evaluation of The Varieties of Goodness 
and its position in the 20th century analytical ethics. 
With these introductory observations, I do not intend to advertise or laud von 

Wright’s contribution in advance. I have mentioned the above features concerning the 
book and its reception only in order to point out that, first, there is a real need for a 
critical re-assessment of von Wright’s axiological and moral-philosophical work, and 
second, that this re-assessment has a potential of becoming a philosophically rewarding 
enterprise. First and foremost, however, the observations concerning reception provide 
the framework for this particular doctoral dissertation and for its main research 
objectives.  

1.2. Research Objectives  

The research undertaken in this doctoral dissertation may be placed under an umbrella 
of three interrelated research objectives. 
 
OBJECTIVE I.  To provide an account of (a) von Wright’s basic philosophical 

suggestions in axiology and moral philosophy, and (b) of the 
central analytical methods that are used in attaining this position. 
In short: to articulate the philosophical basics of the Varieties of 
Goodness. 

 
The lack of a standard-interpretation of von Wright’s position and arguments in The 
Varieties – i.e., the scholarly aspect of the neglect – makes OBJECTIVE I a self-evident 
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and primary goal of my research. Some further motivations may easily be provided. 
Above, I already highlighted von Wright’s book’s game-changing aspirations. The most 
interesting features of his work are, arguably, found in the author’s general views 
concerning the nature of the philosophical study of ethics, and in some of his basic 
value-theoretical contentions. It seems to me that many of these suggestions may 
provide novel and illuminating perspectives to some basic issues of philosophical ethics. 
(See Sects. 2 and 3 of this Introduction and Articles II and III.) Another related 
observation concerns philosophical methods. In my view, von Wright’s ‘connective 
analysis of goodness’, as I call it in Article I, constitutes a highly original contribution to 
non-formal axiology. It has, however, only rarely been acknowledged as such.14 
Needless to say, a sound understanding of von Wright’s basic suggestions and methods 
is a necessary precondition for an interpretation of any singular argument given in The 
Varieties, especially in the book’s latter chapters. Hence, in my research, I have often 
chosen to focus rather on broader and foundational issues than on von Wright’s 
accounts of singular concepts – however interesting or worthy of reappraisal they may 
sometimes be. An exception to this rule is provided, however, by von Wright’s analyses 
of some central moral-philosophical concepts. 
 
OBJECTIVE II.  To revisit and articulate von Wright’s views on moral goodness and 

other central moral-philosophical concepts in the context of his 
broader philosophical project. 

 
In my work I point out that Wright’s views of the conceptual features of moral goodness 
form a kind of pivot, which connects his book’s first, axiological half with the second, 
more recognizably moral-philosophical part. As I shall show, von Wright gives two 
different characterizations of moral goodness, the first of which portrays it as a non-
autonomous concept in search of a meaning (cf. Article II and MG 2–3 in Sect. 3.2, below), 
whereas the second is an explicative suggestion that considerations of moral worth 
should be undertaken with a view to how actions affect – or are intended to affect – 
different beings’ welfare (cf. Articles II and III, Sect. 4.2–3, below). Hence, von Wright 
defends an ethical position where the concept of the good of man – human welfare – 
is the main point of reference. His views on other central ethical concepts, such as virtue 
or moral duty, may all be related to this basic suggestion (cf. Sect. 4, below). I shall also 

 
14 In this work, I use the terms ‘axiology’ and ‘theory of value(s)’ as synonyms; and when the 
words are used of von Wright’s work, I am referring to his analysis of the conceptual varieties 
of goodness. I am aware that both terms may be given a more circumscribed meaning (cf. AG 
6[v], below). In fact, the term ‘agathology’ might be introduced to mark the study of goodness 
from ‘axiology’, the study of values. Since the term is not in common use, I shall refrain using it 
in my work.  
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stress that von Wright’s suggestions may be understood properly only in the broader 
context of his basic philosophical proposals and convictions (cf. OBJECTIVE I).  
 

OBJECTIVE III.  To relate von Wright’s work historically to select developments 
in the mid-20th century (moral) philosophy. 

 
Besides discussing the content and cogency of von Wright’s own position, I have also 
set myself the goal of mending the historical aspect of the neglect concerning The 
Varieties of Goodness. In my work, I suggest that the mid-century analytical discussions 
concerning the nature of moral language form the immediate historical background for 
von Wright’s work. In almost all of my articles, I pinpoint some important – often latent 
rather than patent – connections between von Wright’s suggestions and the work of 
such prominent philosophical authors as R. M. Hare, Elizabeth Anscombe, Peter Geach 
or R. Nowell-Smith. Concerning the objective of historical contextualization, there is 
one conspicuous and rapidly developing discussion, for which The Varieties of Goodness 
provides promising perspectives. In recent years, there has been a growing interest in 
philosophical approaches to ethics, which draw from Ludwig Wittgenstein’s (1889–
1951) later thought.15 Until fairly recently, von Wright’s work has not been actively 
discussed in this context. This is surprising, given that von Wright – as Wittgenstein’s 
on-and-off pupil, friend, immediate follower as professor at Cambridge, and one of the 
editors of his unpublished papers – is a towering figure among Wittgenstein’s many 
followers and interpreters. In my work I propose that The Varieties of Goodness provides 
a particularly illuminating example of a Wittgenstein-inspired but highly original 
approach to ethics. Exploring the complex relation between von Wright’s moral-
philosophical work and Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophical heritage provides the topic 
for two articles (i.e., Articles IV and V). 
 
Research OBJECTIVES I–III directly address the scholarly and historical dimensions of the 
tripartite neglect of the Varieties, identified and discussed in Section 1.1., above. I have 
intentionally chosen not to stress, in this work, the systematic applications of von 
Wright’s work, or to explore in detail the relevance of his suggestions to today’s 
philosophical discussions. After all, any systematic application of a given philosopher’s 
ideas can only build on a sound understanding of the philosopher’s basic proposals – 
and this, it seems, is precisely what we are presently lacking in von Wright’s case. 

 
15 Since 2013, a series of conferences on ‘Wittgensteinian Approaches to Moral Philosophy’ have 
been organized at the university of Leuven. The bibliography on Wittgensteinian ethics is rapidly 
increasing; recent book-length contributions include Amesbury & von Sass (2021), De Mesel 
(2021) and Kuusela & De Mesel (2019).  



The Philosophy of The Varieties of Goodness (1963) 

 
 

9 

However, while deliberately putting the accent on scholarly and historical issues, more 
indirectly, I hope to have been able to pinpoint some arguments and suggestions that 
have seemed to me genuinely interesting and worth revisiting (e.g., in Articles II, III and 
in Sections 2–4, below). 
There is one more argument in favour of the scholarly and reconstructive approach 

adopted in this work. In 2001, von Wright donated his personal Wittgenstein archive, 
his scientific correspondence, and his own philosophical manuscripts to the University 
of Helsinki and the National Library of Finland (NLF). Today, these materials are 
available for scholarly use. The von Wright and Wittgenstein Archives (WWA) at the 
University of Helsinki contain various materials that open new perspectives to von 
Wright’s value-theoretical work and to the Entstehungsgeschichte of The Varieties of Goodness. 
In many cases, the book’s arguments are discussed with colleagues in correspondence 
(mostly preserved at NLF). And whereas contemporary debates are rarely entered in 
The Varieties, the book’s earlier drafts contain more references to other philosophers 
and their approaches.16 These archival materials have henceforth only limitedly been 
exploited in research. They have, however, been richly utilized in my research: In most 
of my articles, and in this Introduction, I have made use of these unpublished archival 
materials and correspondence. 

1.3. The Structure of the Thesis 

This doctoral dissertation consists of five research articles and of the present Introduction. 
While each of the five articles addresses one or several of the research OBJECTIVES I–
III (cf. Section 1.2, above, and abstracts in Section 6, below), in this Introduction, I have 
chosen to adopt a more perspicuous form of presentation. Aiming for a bird’s-eye view, 
my aim is, on one hand, to provide a broader context for the articles, and, on the other, 
to bring together interconnected observations that were originally presented in separate 
contributions. Where necessary, I provide missing links that sharpen the picture of The 
Varieties of Goodness as a philosophical work in its historical context. By summing up and 
clarifying von Wright’s main axiological and ethical proposals, this Introduction aspires to 
provide a rational reconstruction of the philosophy of The Varieties of Goodness. 
Introduction consists of six sections that are organised around research OBJECTIVES I 

and II.17 After having presented and motivated my research objectives and provided a 
concise overview of earlier research in the present Section 1, Sections 2 and 3 are 

 
16 See, in particular: WWA: Wri-SF-034, which is probably the typescript from which the 1960 
Gifford lectures were read.  
17 No separate section is devoted to Objective III; connections between von Wright’s work and 
other philosophers are pinpointed throughout the Introduction both in the text and in footnotes.  
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devoted to OBJECTIVE I. Section 2 revisits von Wright’s main philosophical starting 
point – the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness – and sums up what I call the 
axiological (or value-theoretical) Grundgedanken of The Varieties of Goodness. Section 3 
provides a similar overview of von Wright’s moral-philosophical Grundgedanken, i.e., the 
main ideas and suggestions that connect von Wright’s theory of goodness with topics 
and questions of traditional moral philosophy. Section 4, in turn, addresses OBJECTIVE 
II, as it focuses on von Wright’s explications of moral goodness and other related ethical 
concepts – in short: von Wright’s moral-philosophy proper. (Section 4, in particular, contains 
material that has not been discussed in the articles.) The main lines of the Introduction 
are summed up in Section 5. Finally, Section 6 prepares ground for the Articles by 
presenting extended abstracts and by relating the articles’ contents to the three research 
OBJECTIVES.  

1.4. An Overview of Earlier Research 

In Section 1.1, above, I suggested that the scholarly reception of The Varieties of Goodness 
has been rather limited. In order, first, to substantiate this claim and, second, to provide 
further context for my own research, I conclude this Section of the Introduction with a 
concise overview of scholarly literature and philosophical reception of von Wright’s 
book that I am aware of. I have separated the overview into two parts: the first concerns 
immediate reception in book-reviews, the second later scholarly and philosophical 
reception. (A reader not interested in scholarly reception is invited to skip the overview 
and move directly to Section 2.) 
 

A. Immediate reception and book-reviews. In 2001, von Wright (2001, 5) noted that, 
judging from sales, The Varieties of Goodness was fairly widely read immediately after its 
publication. It also received several favourable reviews, some of which were written by 
eminent contemporary philosophers. Herbert Schneider (1963, 130; Journal of the History 
of Philosophy) praised the book as “a major contribution to the theory of values” that 
“should take its place in the series of classics”, naming “the ethical writing of Aristotle, 
Kant, and G. E. Moore” as examples. Alan Montefiore (1963, 28; Philosophical Books) 
maintained that the book is “thoroughly professional”, “full of professional interest”, 
and that it “raises in one way or another points of relevance to most of the outstanding 
controversies of moral philosophy”. Jonathan Harrison (1965, 176; The Philosophical 
Quarterly) noted that he is aware “of no similar treatment of goodness in the English 
language” and that von Wright’s observations on the logical relations between the 
“different senses of ‘good’ and allied words” are “frequently original and sometimes 
important, mostly subtle and penetrating, invariably extremely orderly, and usually clear 
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and concise”. Kurt Baier (1965, 17; Journal of Philosophy) saw in The Varieties “a solid 
advance in the analysis of the concept of value and its relations with the neighboring 
concepts of fact and norm”. Baier’s extended (13 paged) and partly critical review ends 
with the complimentary observation that – despite some issues of controversy – “The 
Varieties of Goodness is the most significant contribution to value theory in very many 
years” (ibid., 28). Going into some detail, R. Edgley (1964, 362; Philosophy) noted that 
von Wright’s work marks an advancement in relation to various emotivist theories 
concerning value-judgments as it recognizes “that judgments of goodness can be more 
or less objective and rational”; he complained, however, that in some crucial respects, 
von Wright remained too close to non-cognitivist positions. While Philippa Foot (1965, 
242; The Philosophical Review) criticised von Wright’s treatment of virtue, she praised his 
“realist account” of moral duty and justice in Chapter X, calling it “one of the best parts 
of the book, which throughout raises extremely interesting questions and avoids most 
of the old tedious controversies” (ibid. 243–244). In 1966, William Frankena published 
a 7-paged review in Ethics under the title “G. H. von Wright on the Theory of Morals, 
Legislation and Value”. While his review mainly focused on N&A and The Logic of 
Preference, it also addressed some main starting points of The Varieties.18 
 

B. Scholarly reception and systematic reappraisals.19 Scholarly work on The Varieties of 
Goodness commenced in the 1970s with three important contributions. Hans Fink was 
the first in a series of authors, who have responded to von Wright’s somewhat aporetic 
discussion concerning the conceptual interrelations between the varieties of goodness 
(cf. VoG, Ch.I, Sect. 6). In his Oxonian doctoral dissertation, The Analysis of Goodness 
(1973), Fink revisited von Wright’s typology of the varieties of goodness and proposed 
a new division on the basis of the insight that “good” may be interpreted as a logically 
adverbial adjective (see especially Fink 1973, n. 18). 
As an example of early reception in the Nordic countries, Nils Jareborg’s book 

Värderingar (1975) both regularly refers to and constructively builds on The Varieties of 
Goodness. The author follows von Wright, e.g., in denying a clear-cut division between 
metaethics and normative ethics, in abandoning the idea of ethics as an autonomous 
realm of discourse, and in questioning the great ‘Humean’ divide between facts and 

 
18 There is also a 3-page review by Eames (1964) in Modern Schoolman, which, however, I have 
not been able to retrieve.  
19 In this section, I list works of two kinds: (i) scholarly contributions that address von Wright’s 
Varieties of Goodness directly, and (ii) works which build significantly on von Wright’s work. I do 
not, however, mention minor discussions. Hence, this overview is not presented as a 
comprehensive overview of all work since 1963 that touches von Wright’s proposals. Finally, I 
refrain from mentioning articles included in this doctoral thesis unless they relate directly to 
publications of other authors. 
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values (Jareborg 1975, 121–122; 124). And as he develops a cognitivist account of value 
judgments, Jareborg appraises von Wright’s observation that most attributions of 
goodness may be viewed as true or false statements with descriptive content (ibid., 226 
ff.). 
A more scholarly approach was pursued in Carl Wellman’s article “The Meaning of 

Good”, which was published in von Wright’s Festschrift in 1976. Wellman’s article may 
well still be the finest overview on von Wright’s analytical method, as put into action in 
the first, axiological half of The Varieties.20 Wellman also discussed the metaethical 
relevance of von Wright’s work and related it to earlier developments in analytic ethics.  
At the turn of the 1980s, Roy Holland’s essay “Good and Evil in Action” (in Holland 

1980, 110–125) propounded sharp criticism of von Wright’s account of moral 
goodness, which Holland took, more generally, to represent the utilitarian tradition in 
philosophical ethics. Later in the 1980s, the Russian philosopher and linguist Nina 
Arutûnova commented on von Wright’s typology of goodness from a linguistic point 
of view (Arutûnova 1988, 64–71).21 
Volume XIX of the Library of Living Philosophers, dedicated to von Wright’s work (= 

Schilpp & Hahn 1989), contained four contributions which addressed von Wright’s 
ethical and value-theoretical work.22 In contrast to Fink’s and Wellman’s axiological and 
methodological focus, these four articles focused rather on questions revolving around 
the moral-philosophical aspects of von Wright’s book. While William Frankena’s 
contribution (1989) aimed at a broad reconstruction of von Wright’s account of 
morality in general, the three other articles focused on some specific views or analyses 
which had been presented in The Varieties of Goodness: Kurt Baier’s article (1989) 
concerned the nexus between preferences and the Good of Man, Philippa Foot’s 
contribution (1989) focused on von Wright’s analysis of virtue, and Thomas Schwartz 
(1989) dealt critically with von Wright’s views on human welfare. The Schilpp-volume 
also contained von Wright’s replies to each of the articles, and thus gave him an 
opportunity to elaborate his earlier views.  

 
20 Article I, Sect. 3 builds partly on Wellman’s analysis.  
21 This book is available only in Russian; unfortunately, I am unable to study the treatise in the 
original language. My paraphrase on the contents is based on von Wright’s own testimony, given 
in his late Autobiography (2002, 215). 
22 Originally, the volume was due to be published in the 1970s but there were long delays in the 
editorial process (cf. note 1, above). Most of the contributions had, however, been written in 
already in the early to mid 1970s. Thus, the articles may not be taken to represent the 
philosophical situation of the time in which they were published. Some developments of the 
1980s – e.g., the emergence of virtue ethics, ethics of care and welfare-oriented approaches to 
ethics, and a stronger stress put on the so-called thick concepts of evaluation – might have 
opened perspectives to von Wright’s book that differ from the ones represented by the articles 
in the Schilpp volume. 
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In the 1990s, The Varieties was revisited in two Finnish doctoral dissertations. Like 
Fink (1973), Bernt Österman’s Value and Requirements (1995) is an original work in value 
theory. In Österman’s book, VoG is named as an important source of inspiration and 
von Wright’s typology of the varieties of goodness is critically discussed and revised. 
Österman engaged with von Wright’s views more directly in his 1999 article “The many 
uses of ‘good’”, published in a collected volume concerning von Wright’s philosophy 
(Meggle 1999). Mikko Salmela’s doctoral dissertation Suomalaisen kulttuurifilosofian 
vuosisata (1998), contained a long chapter on von Wright’s views on values and ethics. 
In his well-informed overview, Salmela also considered a number of important writings 
that predate The Varieties of Goodness and charted the main lines of later developments in 
von Wright’s views. A shorter English version was later published in Salmela (2003). 
Salmela’s essays probably still provide the best general overview of von Wright as a 
moral philosopher.  
The 1990s also saw von Wright’s typology of the varieties of goodness being used 

as an important point of reference in at least two independent works in value theory. 
Von Wright’s work formed a starting point for Judith Jarvis Thomson’s analysis of 
goodness (e.g., Harman and Thomson 1996, 131–132) – this case of influence has been 
identified and discussed by Österman 2014. The typology was richly utilized in Peter 
Stemmer’s article “Gutsein” (1997), as he critically discussed the widespread axiological 
idea that the absolute form “good” is logically secondary to the comparative form 
“better than”. Building on von Wright’s insights, he argued that this applies to only some 
varieties of goodness that are logically attributive, and that, furthermore, even for these 
varieties, the feature is conceptually an extrinsic rather than an intrinsic feature of 
goodness (ibid., 86). 
In 2007 – in a collection of essays dedicated to the memory of G. H. von Wright – 

Lars Hertzberg (2007) revisited critically von Wright’s views of goodness and justice. 
Hertzberg also focused on some of the general traits of von Wright’s approach, such as 
his naturalism and the rejection of the autonomy of ethics. In 2009, David Wiggins 
published an article called “What is the Order Among the Varieties of Goodness? A 
Question Posed by von Wright; and a Conjecture Made by Aristotle”. Like Fink (1973) 
and Österman (1995), this article reappraised von Wright’s views on the conceptual 
relations between the varieties of goodness, and proposed – cautiously – a solution on 
the lines suggested by Aristotle’s so-called focal-hypothesis: von Wright’s category of 
‘good of a being’ may be taken to constitute an Aristotelian “focal point of meaning”, 
to which other varieties may be related to (ibid., 185ff.). 
Besides having been revisited, von Wright’s typology of goodness has also found 

some new applications in the first two decades of the new millennium. In 2012, Claus 
Beisbart applied von Wright’s distinctions concerning the varieties of goodness to 
business ethics, as he discussed the evaluation of business managers, businesses, and 
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economy in terms of the different varieties of goodness. In similar fashion, Leonard 
Waks (2016) made use of von Wright’s typology in the context of philosophy of 
education, as he discussed how the varieties of goodness are, in many ways, manifested 
in the sphere of education. 
In 2013, André Maury contrasted von Wright’s analysis of goodness with the views 

of J. L. Austin and his followers, thus establishing some connections between von 
Wright’s work and his immediate contemporaries. In the same year, two short 
encyclopaedia articles related to von Wright’s moral-philosophical work were published 
in the International Encyclopedia of Ethics: Teemu Toppinen (2013) provided an entry on 
G. H. von Wright and his work on the foundations of ethics in general, whereas Bernt 
Österman (2013) wrote on the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness, focussing 
especially on von Wright’s views. In recent years, Österman has written on various 
aspects of von Wright’s axiology and moral philosophy in several articles. Österman 
2014 points out how Judith Jarvis Thomson, in her work, builds on von Wright’s 
typology of the varieties of goodness (cf. above). Österman 2016 traced the changes in 
von Wright’s views on value-rationality (in contrast to technical rationality, or rationality 
of means) from the early 1960s until the late 1980s and pinpointed the relevance of 
these changes to the analysis of human welfare, given in The Varieties. Österman 2019 
discussed The Varieties of Goodness as its author’s attempt to make analytic philosophy 
“relevant to life”, i.e., to provide answers to pertinent questions of existential kind. The 
conference volume, in which Österman 2014 was published, also contains Nora 
Hämäläinen’s (2014) critical essay on von Wright’s concept of virtue (cf. Foot 1989) and 
my article on von Wright’s two-level analysis of moral goodness (= Jakola 2014, partly 
revisited in Articles I and II). 
In recent years, the evident but elusive relation between von Wright’s Varieties and 

the Wittgensteinian heritage – a topic first discussed by Wellman in 1976 and then by 
Hacker (1996, 144) – has been addressed from various angles: Klagge (2018) discussed 
and criticised von Wright’s arguments against the Wittgensteinian idea of goodness as a 
family-resemblance concept; Article V (Jakola 2020a), in turn, is a critical reply to 
Klagge’s analysis of von Wright’s (and Wittgenstein’s) position. Von Wright’s 
philosophical method in The Varieties has been discussed in relation to Wittgenstein’s 
work by Venturinha (2020), while Djia (2020) focussed on von Wright’s approach to 
logic and ethics in contrast to Wittgenstein’s views. Article IV (Jakola 2020b) also takes 
part in this ongoing debate from a more historical angle. 
Finally, Peter Hacker’s recent book The Moral Powers (2021) both revisits and builds 

on von Wright’s work. Von Wright’s typology of the varieties of goodness provides the 
starting point for Hacker’s ambitious project in philosophical anthropology, which aims 
for a broad overview of the central human moral concepts and powers. In the first 
chapter of his book, Hacker provides an original anthropological account of the 
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interrelations of the varieties of goodness (cf. Fink 1973, Österman 1995, and Wiggins 
2009). One could say that Hacker’s book is a rare example of a work, which pursues 
further von Wright’s project of developing a moral philosophy on the basis of a 
comprehensive account of goodness.  

 
* * * 

 
These, then, are the major scholarly works on The Varieties of Goodness and on von 
Wright’s ethical thought. This is not a proper place for a more thorough discussion of 
any of the contributions, so few remarks of general nature will suffice. As should be 
clear from the overview, the amount of secondary bibliography has grown mostly since 
the late 1990s, but it still rather limited. In general, it is possible to pinpoint some general 
lines in the scholarly reception. While there are some articles that address von Wright’s 
philosophical approach in general, most of the contributions rather deal with some 
particular aspect(s) of von Wright’s work. From the 1970s on, many scholars have 
addressed von Wright’s typology of goodness, often finding it problematic, and used it 
as a starting point for developing novel accounts. Others have addressed individual 
concepts that von Wright has discussed. In particular, the articles contained in Schilpp 
(1989) focussed on von Wright’s analyses of certain ethical concepts. And recently, there 
has been special interest in the Wittgensteinian heritage of von Wright’s approaches.  
I hope that this overview suffices to show that the scholarly community is presently 

still lacking a good and well-argued overall interpretation of von Wright’s position in 
value theory and ethics. Thus, earlier scholarly literature on VoG strongly supports the 
approach that has been adopted in this doctoral dissertation and, in particular, in this 
Introduction.  
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2. The Basics of Value Theory in The Varieties of 
Goodness 

In this and the following section, I present and discuss the basic tenets of von Wright’s 
approach to value theory and ethics, also exploring some of these theses’ 
presuppositions and repercussions. I shall refer to these views as Grundgedanken – ‘basic 
ideas’ – understood in a broad sense of the word. The Grundgedanken of The Varieties of 
Goodness comprise of an interlocking set of mutually related methodical and substantial 
ideas: some of them are philosophical views backed up with an arsenal of arguments, 
some have the character of proposals or suggestions, while some are rather 
presuppositions that may be inferred from the views that von Wright explicitly 
endorses. It should be stressed that von Wright himself never presents a similar list of 
basic theses. Hence, what I present here as von Wright’s position is to be viewed as a 
rational or critical reconstruction of the author’s views, as I have identified them based 
on a careful reading of The Varieties of Goodness and other relevant materials. While I am 
certain that most of the points I mention should definitely appear on any similar list, I 
do not suggest that no further elements could not be added. First and foremost, my 
overview is meant to provide a first comprehensive and systematic interpretation of von 
Wright’s position in the theory of value and ethics. I hope that such overview will 
facilitate further research of his work.  
I have divided the presentation of von Wright’s basic ideas into two parts. The 

present Section 2 contains an overview of von Wright’s Axiological Grundgedanken (AG 
1–6), i.e., his basic ideas in the theory of value and goodness, which all revolve around 
the idea of the conceptual varieties of goodness. This overview prepares ground for the 
second set of Moral-philosophical Grundgedanken (MG 1–6), discussed in Section 3. These 
consist of proposals that connect the general value-theoretical ideas with questions of 
normative philosophical ethics – and, hence, with what I call von Wright’s moral 
philosophy proper.  
Thus, besides distinguishing between the two kinds of Grundgedanken, I also propose 

a distinction between these two kinds of Grundgedanken, taken together, and von 
Wright’s moral philosophy proper. The latter comprises of his explicative and normative accounts 
of moral goodness and of some other related concepts like virtue, moral will, or moral 
duty.23 The latter theme is discussed separately in Section 4. My reasons for this 
distinction are twofold. On the one hand, the Grundgedanken I identify consist of both 
methodical proposals and of conceptual observations of fundamental nature, whereas 
the moral philosophy proper rather presupposes and builds on these ideas. On the other 

 
23 See Article I for the distinction between two levels of analytic work in the Varieties.  
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hand, von Wright’s moral philosophy proper hinges mainly on one central methodical 
idea – identified as a Grundgedanke MG 4 in Section 3.2, below –, namely, that the moral 
philosopher is invited to shape or mould our concepts of moral evaluation. As far as I see, 
this is only one possible way of pursuing moral philosophy in the light of von Wright’s 
more basic philosophical convictions (MG 1–3). Von Wright’s ‘moral philosophy 
proper’ thus forms only one aspect of his more comprehensive philosophical project in 
ethics.  
Thus, the structure of the Introduction follows, in general, the tripartite division into 

value theory, the basics of philosophical ethics, and moral-philosophy proper. 

2.1. The Phenomenon of the Varieties of Goodness24 

As the saying goes, we live in the world of facts. But the world of facts we inhabit is 
simultaneously a world of values and interests. In our everyday action, we orient ourselves 
in the light of various goals and purposes, sometimes reasoning how to achieve them 
best. In a more solemn tone, we may proclaim an ambition to make the world a better 
place by promoting what is good and by inhibiting evil. As social creatures, we take 
interest in the welfare and happiness of ourselves and of our neighbours. We enjoy 
spending time with our friends and beloved ones, and take joy in engaging in activities 
we are good at. We use tools and create artefacts in order to facilitate and to enhance 
our activities, and do well to prefer tools that are particularly good for a given purpose. 
Through training and practicing, we slowly acquire skills and arts and learn to master 
them. Professionals may be good or incompetent in their professions, but most of us 
will certainly trust the opinion of a good and experienced doctor rather than a bad and 
inexperienced one. And while our doctor may advise us to prefer healthy food that is 
demonstrably good for our health, we often succumb to the temptation of enjoying a 
glass of good Riesling or a serving of delicious baklavá instead. And, as a matter of fact, 
all this takes place in a social setting, tinged with expectations, norms and obligations of 
both implicit and explicit kinds.  
These examples illustrate, in the material mode of speech, the phenomenon of the varieties 

of goodness. Above, references were made at least to the following cases: the good as a 
goal or purpose; goodness of means of action; being good at something; goodness of 
enjoyment; goodness of tools; a good professional; being good for something/somebody; 
the goodness as happiness or welfare. There is also the comparative triplet bad–better–good. 

 
24 The characterisation of the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness, as given on the 
following pages, has not been written in reference to what von Wright says or claims. It is meant 
as an introduction to the phenomenon, and I have tried to formulate this introduction in reference 
to familiar facts of our Lebenswelt, without presupposing any (definite) philosophical views.  
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The examples show that the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness is nothing 
extraordinary. Quite the contrary: it forms an integral part of the fabric of our lives and 
of our everyday experience. That values reside in the world of facts may itself be 
considered a fact of human life. 
The phenomenon of the varieties of goodness, however, gives rise to an open set of 

questions of philosophical kind, which may be posed from various angles. Some of the 
questions are, like the phenomenon itself, common and ordinary, while others are posed 
at a level of higher abstraction. –– In an everyday setting, we are often faced with 
questions concerning what course of action we should take: should one spend the 
evening writing a dissertation, calling one’s grandmother, or by inviting an old friend 
over to a dinner and drink? All the options may be good in their own ways, but only one 
course of action is possible. How can the options be compared? Is there a general 
criterion, which could decide the right course of action? –– In a slightly more abstract 
fashion, one may ponder the nature of our distant goals and aims. Given that we are 
constantly engaged in goal-directed activities, what kind of goals are worth pursuing? Is 
there a hierarchy of such goals? And who is the ultimate judge concerning the value of 
these goals? –– Again, more abstractly, we may become puzzled about the relation 
between facts and values. Is the world really a world of facts and values? Is it not, 
somehow, a mystery how goodness manages to exist in the world of facts? –– And finally, 
one may be puzzled by the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness itself. How come 
that goodness may take so different forms? How is being good at whistling related to the 
goodness of a piece of baklava, and these two to the goodness of means? Is there some general 
form of goodness, of which the aforementioned cases are instances of? 
On such and many similar lines, the everyday phenomenon of the varieties of 

goodness naturally gives rise to a series of philosophical questions – both normative 
and conceptual – that all are well-known from the long and winding history of 
philosophical ethics.25 
 
In the above examples, the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness is approached by 
means of material examples from everyday life. The phenomenon may also be 
approached linguistically by examining some apparent features of the word “good”. This 
approach has the merit of bringing forth some further traits of the phenomenon that 
call for philosophical clarification. I shall try do this as neutrally as possible, without 
presupposing or suggesting any particular philosophical view or account. 

 
25 As such, the phenomenon has been known to philosophers at least since the days of Socrates, 
Plato and Aristotle (see e.g., Hippias Major and Aristotle’s observation that ἀγαθόν is said in many 
ways (EE I.8: 1217b28 and NE I.6: 1096a23–4). But only rarely, it seems, it has been taken to 
constitute a major starting point of philosophical ethics. 
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“Good” as an adjective 1: The attributive plurality. The word “good”, when used as an 
adjective, is commonly used in both (grammatically) predicative and attributive 
positions.26 Examples of (grammatically) attributive uses are “a good chisel”, “good 
weather”, “a good baklavá”: in attributive uses the adjective “good” specifies some 
given subject/noun by coming before it. (Attributions of goodness do not yet constitute 
statements or propositions.) If the adjective is connected to the noun by some linking 
verb such as the copula “is”, the adjective is used (grammatically) predicatively: “That 
old chisel is good”, “The weather in Athens was good”, “The baklava I saw at the 
baker’s seemed good”. (These predications of goodness constitute statements or 
propositions.) When the word “good” is used as an adjective either attributively or 
predicatively, one may quickly notice that the possible range of nouns that may 
meaningfully be connected with it is extremely broad. Unlike, say colour adjectives (e.g., 
“green”, “red”) that may primarily be applied to visible surfaces, or adjectives used of 
psychological states and moods (e.g.,“conscious”, “depressed” or “joyous”) that apply 
to sentient living beings, “good” may be applied to a potentially unlimited range of 
subjects of very heterogeneous kinds. It makes sense to speak of good hammers, good 
knives, good drills, good artists, good doctors, good friends, good company, good weather, good 
wine, good will, good heart, good choices, good luck, good discussions, good spirits, good 
anchorage, good scent, etc., ad infinitum. Following Hans Fink (1973, 6), we may, 
ontologically speaking, refer to this aspect of the phenomenon of the varieties of 
goodness as the ontological diversity of good individuals.27 On the linguistic level, I should like 
to refer to this feature with the term the attributive plurality of “good”.28 
 
“Good” as an adjective 2: Description and good-making properties. Adjectives are normally 

used to describe their subjects. An attribution “green apple” attributes the property of 
greenness to an apple, and the autobiographical statement “I felt joyous yesterday” the 
psychological property of joyousness to the statement’s utterer. Is “good”, when used 

 
26 The distinction between grammatically attributive and predicative uses must not be confused 
with Peter Geach’s (1956) important distinction of logically attributive and predicative adjectives, 
which is central for a proper understanding of goodness. Even if Geach is right and “good” is 
always a logically attributive adjective, it may still be used grammatically in both attributive and 
predicative positions. In the sentence “That old chisel is good”, where “good” is predicated to 
“that old chisel”, the chisel is still good as a chisel, and the sentence does not allow the inference 
to “That is a good material object”. Thus, the adjective is logically attributive, even though it is 
used grammatically predicatively.  
27 Fink (1973, 6) observes that goodness is applicable (at least) to spatio-temporal particulars, 
non-particularized materials, classes of things and persons, qualities and sizes, relations, positions 
and places, time, states of affairs, events, actions, intentions, ideas, ideals and character traits. 
28 An OED entry ”good” provides a long list of possible subjects of goodness, with historical 
examples.  
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as an adjective, used to describe its subject? – It may seem quite natural to say that, when 
writing in a letter that “the weather in Athens is good”, I am describing the weather in 
Athens; or that, when noting in a logbook that “the anchorage at Vlicho bay was good”, 
I am describing the anchorage.29 – But in doing so, am I attributing to a subject a property 
of goodness? – The answer to this question is not straightforward. In the grammatical 
sense, I am making a predication or an attribution. But a short reflection shows that, if 
a property at all, goodness seems to be a property of a very special kind. Greenness of 
an apple is directly perceptible to our senses. And we are frequently simply aware of our 
joyous state of mind. In the case of goodness, however, the property does not seem to 
be directly apprehended in a similar fashion.30 Rather, the ‘property’ of goodness seems 
to be related to and dependent on a range of other properties of the thing in question. 
(In philosophical literature, such properties are commonly called good-making properties.) 
Furthermore, the goodness of each thing seems to be thus dependent in radically 
different ways: it is one thing to list the good-making properties of an anchorage, another 
to enumerate those of weather, and yet another to pinpoint those of a chisel, and so on. 
Thus, the attributive plurality of goodness implies differences in the good-making 
properties, and via them, in the descriptive content of “good”. These differences, 
furthermore, are at least partly dependent on the subject to which the adjective “good” 
is grammatically attached to, i.e., on the attributive plurality of “good”. Goodness is, in 
so many cases, goodness of a kind. 
 
The ‘magnetism’ of “good”. Even though “good”, when used as an adjective, seems to 

relate to descriptions in complex ways, one feature sets it apart from many adjectives 
that are used in descriptive phrases. Unlike the redness of a rose, the weight of a burden, 
or the dryness of a log, which all may or may not provide us reasons to adopt positive 
attitudes towards the objects in question, goodness always seems to constitute a reason 
to acquire a positive or promotive attitude to the thing taken to be good. C. L. Stevenson 
(1937, 16) called this feature the “magnetism” of goodness, noting that a “person who 
recognizes X to be ‘good’ must ipso facto acquire a stronger tendency to act in its favour 
than he otherwise would have had”. 
 
Expressive uses of “good”. The word “good” is not always used as an adjective. The word 

has also a range of exclamatory and expressive uses, as when someone reacts to a 
(positive) piece of news simply by uttering “Good!”. This utterance may be viewed as a 

 
29 I have taken the example of weather from Wellman (1963, 280), who presents it as a case 
where the descriptive meaning of “good” dominates.  
30 This, of course, is contrary to what various intuitionist philosophers have suggested concerning 
the epistemology of goodness.  
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verbalised expression of approval or, more generally, be taken to express a pro-attitude 
towards a given thing. Indeed, it may be observed, sometimes “good”, even when used 
as an adjective, carries with it such an expressive dimension. “This wine is good”, when 
uttered in wine-tasting session, seems primarily to verbalize my satisfaction with the 
wine in question. Alternatively, “That wine is good”, conjoined with a gesture of 
pointing, may be used to recommend the wine in question – e.g., for a friend who is going 
through the wine catalogue in a restaurant. Some notable philosophers have generalized 
these points and suggested that all the uses of “good” may be related to (or reduced to) 
such expressive or commending paradigms.31 Such projects explain the attributive 
plurality of “good” and the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness by showing that 
these features are due to the simple fact that we may adopt pro-attitudes to so many 
different things. 
 
“Good” and evaluation. Closely related to the expressive uses of “good” is its use in 

evaluations. “Good” is a general word of evaluation, which is used in grading things. Its 
logical opposites are, depending on the context, “bad”, “poor”, “lousy” or “evil”. In 
very many cases of evaluation, there is also a neutral zone between the opposites. 
Besides making use of the contrary absolute (or classificatory) forms “good” and “bad”, 
the evaluative use is characterized by the comparative forms “better” and “worse” 
which – unlike the absolute forms – are often applicable in the ‘neutral’ zone between 
the opposites, too. I may grade an average chisel as better than another average one, but 
still hesitate to call either of them good (or bad). The evaluative uses presuppose a 
contextually delineated comparative or classificatory framework, where the objects of 
evaluation may be listed in some order according to how they are better or worse in the 
light of a given criterion of evaluation. The adverb “well” is closely connected with the 
evaluative uses of “good”: an evaluation is often undertaken with a view to how well 
some item serves a given function or activity.32 Some philosophers have even suggested 

 
31 Ayer (1936) and Stevenson (1937 & 1944) pursued the paths of emotive analysis, Hare (1952) 
is the classic of a commending analysis of “good”, and Nowell-Smith (1954), recognizing the 
variety of such expressive functions, spoke more generally of “pro-attitudes” associated with the 
uses of “good”. (The term “pro-attitude” is used as an umbrella term to cover all positive or 
favourable attitudes to something; this philosophical use was popularized by Ewing [1939, 8] 
and [1948, 68]). 
32 A major philosophical topic concerns the question whether the absolute forms “good” (“bad”) 
are prior to the comparative forms “better” (“worse”), or the other way around. The latter 
analysis has been endorsed by many since Brogan (1919); for the first option, see e.g., Rohr 
(1978) and Stemmer (1997). Hansson (2013) contains a concise overview of the debate. In The 
Logic of Preference, von Wright (1963c, 34) proposes a formal definition of “good” in terms of 
unconditional preference, which, in turn, may be explicated in terms of “better than” (revisited 
critically in von Wright [1970, §10ff]); this approach may, however, be partly incompatible with 
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that the adverbial uses of good may provide the key for understanding the attributive 
plurality of “good” and the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness.33  
 

This concise linguistic overview provides us with five further dimensions that 
characterise the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness. The first I have called the 
attributive plurality of “good”. The second is the puzzle concerning the status of “good” 
as a descriptive word and of goodness as a property of things. These two features are 
related to the use of “good” as an adjective. Third, the magnetism of goodness seems 
to set it apart from many (merely) descriptive adjectives. Fourth, I have highlighted the 
(partly but not exclusively non-adjectival) expressive uses of “good” in exclamations, 
laudations, recommendations and in similar expressive speech-acts. And fifth, there are 
the evaluative and comparative uses that operate with the logic of grading. As far as I 
see, all these features need to be accounted in an enterprise that aims at a comprehensive 
philosophical account of goodness. Any reader familiar with the main lines of discussion 
in the 20th century analytical ethics will certainly note that the features have been richly 
discussed and variously stressed in the relevant literature – both before and after von 
Wright’s Varieties of Goodness. In rare books, however, the phenomenon in all its 
dimensions is given as much attention as in von Wright’s treatise. Indeed, most of the 
book’s Grundgedanken revolve around this phenomenon. 

2.2. Axiological Grundgedanken  (AG 1–6)  

We may distinguish (i) the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness – which von Wright 
acknowledged and described –, (ii) von Wright’s philosophical account of the phenomenon, 
(iii) the various philosophical views and methods associated closely with (ii), and (iv) the 
broader philosophical consequences that are drawn (or may be drawn) from (i), (ii) and 
(iii). After having characterized the phenomenon, above, I shall begin my overview of 
von Wright’s Grundgedanken from the views that constitute his philosophical account of 
the varieties of goodness. This account may also be taken to make up von Wright’s non-
formal theory of value (axiology). After presenting the account, I proceed to discuss 

 
VoG, as it concerns only one aspect of goodness. That von Wright’s typology of goodness may 
be used to argue against the logical primacy of “better than” over “good”, is excellently shown 
by Stemmer (1997).  
33 While Urmson (1950) had already stressed the connection between goodness and grading, 
Hans Fink’s (1973) general thesis was that “good” is a logically adverbial adjective, implying that the 
absolute use of “good” is secondary to its use as comparative adjective “better than”, and that, 
furthermore, this use is dependent on the comparative adverbial use (“a well-done doing of 
something”). In Fink’s view (ibid., 65), the account explains the ontological diversity of good 
individuals (i.e., what I have called the attributive plurality of “good”). 
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other central views associated with the account, and the philosophical methods used in 
attaining it. Finally, I pinpoint some broader repercussions that seem to follow from 
von Wright’s views. I shall indicate the points discussed in this section with an 
abbreviation AG (for Axiological Grundgedanke) and a running numbering. Possible sub-
points are given with roman numerals, e.g., AG 2 (i). 

AG 1. The Thesis of the Conceptual Varieties of Goodness (VoG I–V) 

Von Wright’s main value-theoretical thesis is that there are several conceptual varieties of 
goodness. By using the word “conceptual”, I wish to highlight three traits that are 
characteristic of von Wright’s account. The first is the author’s contention that it is 
possible to identify a set of regular uses of “good” in language and to demarcate them 
from other such uses. In von Wright’s view, then, there are conceptually distinguishable 
varieties of goodness. The second trait is that von Wright sees goodness as a concept, 
which has a logical or conceptual structure that is inherent in many different languages and 
that stays fairly constant in different historical epochs (cf. VoG, 14, 16). The idea of 
goodness as a concept in this sense may be contrasted, e.g., with A. J. Ayer’s extreme 
view that “good” has no literal meaning at all but serves as linguistic vent for expressing 
our feelings.34 Von Wright, in contrast, suggests that “good” has a complex logic of its 
own, and that this logic is manifested in the conceptual varieties of goodness. And third, 
conceptual implies generality, which may be contrasted with particular instances of this 
concept: most of von Wright’s varieties of goodness are general categories of evaluation: 
as such, they must clearly be distinguished from values and from things evaluated as good 
(from cases of goodness). The latter feature marks an important difference between von 
Wright’s conceptual approach in the theory of value and such theories that focus on values 
in the material sense of bearers of values (i.e., valued things or states of affairs). In the latter 
sense, we may say that truth, democracy, or creativity are values. We may also distinguish 
between different realms and types of such values.35 But such varieties of values are not 
what von Wright means by the (conceptual) varieties of goodness.36 Such values rather 

 
34 E.g., Ayer (1947 [1936], 107). As early as in 1923, Ogden & Richards (227–228) suggested that 
“good” “stands for nothing whatsoever, and has no symbolic function”. Von Wright 1954 
criticised views like this for having dogmatically narrowed down the concept of the meaningful 
discourse (see Article IV, Sect. 3.2, for a presentation and discussion of this criticism). 
35 C.f. Perry’s 1954 The realms of values, or the classification of values in hierarchical types in Scheler 
(1913). 
36 I stress this distinction – which should be clear enough from von Wright’s writings – because 
it has recently caused much confusion for interpreters: As is shown in detail in Article V, Klagge 
(2018) confuses von Wright’s conceptual varieties of goodness as cases of goodness. The very 
same mistake is apparent in Venturinha (2020, 342–343), as certain punishments are presented 
as (von Wrightian) forms of goodness.  
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presuppose the conceptual framework of the varieties of goodness. (Compare AG 6 [v], 
below.) 
Von Wright’s presentation of the conceptual varieties of goodness consists of two 

parts. Section 5 of Chapter I contains a preliminary classification of the varieties, with 
many examples. A more detailed account is provided in Chapters II–V, in which each 
of the main varieties of goodness is carefully described and characterized in the light of 
a series of systematically applied analytical topoi, which expose a set of conceptually 
relevant features that characterize each of the varieties (see Article I [esp. Appendix] and 
AG 3, below).  
In The Varieties of Goodness, six main conceptual varieties are distinguished:37  

(i) Instrumental goodness is the goodness attributed primarily to tools, utensils, and 
artefacts. The attribution of instrumental goodness is done with a view to the 
function or purpose that is associated with the artefact in question: a good saw 
cuts a given substance effectively and smoothly, a good compass shows the 
direction of the magnetic north faithfully and steadily, etc. (See VoG Ch. II, Sect. 
1–8.) 

(ii) Technical goodness is goodness exhibited in skills, arts and professions, and is 
attributed to agents that are good at practicing these skills. Technical goodness is 
thus associated with an excellence of performing an activity of some given kind: 
a good carpenter excels in woodwork, a good flautist masters her instrument, a 
good teacher teaches well, etc. (See VoG Ch. II, Sect. 9–12.) 

(iii) Utilitarian goodness or the useful is associated with favourable or advantageous 
effects in view of some pursuit or goal: a good plan, a good decision and good 
luck are all good in the sense of being useful. Sometimes the usefulness is 
evaluated with a view to how something is good for somebody/something: 
medicine is good for the sick, exercise is good for the health, and fertile soil is 
good for the carrots, etc. For this sub-form of the utilitarian goodness, von 
Wright introduces the term the beneficial. (See VoG Ch. III, Sect. 1–5.) 

(iv) Medical goodness characterizes bodily organs and mental faculties that perform their 
essential function in serving the good of a living being: good sight, good memory, 
good lungs are all examples of medical goodness. Of all von Wright’s varieties of 

 
37 The following overview is indebted to Österman’s (2013) encyclopaedic entry, which is to my 
mind the best concise overview of von Wright’s account of the conceptual varieties of goodness. 
A more detailed overview of von Wright’s typology, with a discussion of their mutual differences 
and similarities, is provided in the latter half of Article I. 
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goodness, this form has the most limited range of possible subjects. (See VoG 
Ch. III, Sect. 7–11.) 

(v) Hedonic goodness is a broad category, which contains both passive and active 
pleasures that are enjoyed and liked: wines, scents, jokes, holidays, the company 
of friends, and activities of various kinds may all be good in the hedonic sense. 
Hedonic goodness is associated with expressing emotions and other attitudes. 
(See VoG Ch. IV.) 

(vi) The good of a being. While the forms (i)–(v) are cases where “good” is used as an 
adjective, the good of a being exemplifies a major use of “good” as a substantive: it 
is a good that some being has or enjoys, or a state which the being strives for. A 
being’s welfare, wellbeing or happiness are all close synonyms to the being’s 
good. A whole chapter is devoted to the analysis of “The good of man” (a sub-
category of [vi]) which forms the central notion in von Wright’s view of moral 
philosophy proper (Section 4.2, below). (See VoG Ch. III, Sect. 6, Ch. V.) 

Besides these six major varieties of goodness, which are all given a thorough analysis, 
von Wright mentions or briefly discusses some further uses of “good” which, however, 
are not listed as separate conceptual varieties: e.g., “a good” in the sense of being a 
bearer of value or an end of action (VoG, 10),38 or “good” as something that is wanted 
in itself (VoG, 103, see AG 6 [i], below). In addition, many concepts closely related to 
goodness are examined: a whole chapter is devoted to virtue (Ch. VI), and the notions 
of happiness (Ch. V, Sect. 3–7) and pleasure (Ch. IV) are explored at length. 
One may, however, reasonably pose a question concerning the completeness of von 

Wright’s typology. Is it really possible to explain every case in which the word “good” is 
used in language as an instance of some of von Wright’s forms of goodness? The answer 
to this question, I think, is clearly negative. With the important exception of the variety 
(vi), von Wright focuses mainly on the attributive uses of “good”. While he does 
consider the illocutionary functions of the word “good” associated with some 
varieties,39 he does not devote much attention to cases where “good” is used 
independently, as when someone reacts to a piece of positive news by shouting 
“Good!”. And besides such non-attributive uses, there are also some attributive uses 
which are not discussed in the book. One such example is the quantitative use, 
exemplified by sentences such as “A good amount of funds were raised”, “I’ve waited 

 
38 Compare the distinction between values and the conceptual categories of evaluation, above.  
39 In von Wright’s view, instrumental goodness is associated with commending things (“This is 
a good chisel, use it!”), technical goodness with praising or lauding some doer (“What a good 
carpenter he is!”), and hedonic goodness with expressing approval and preference (“This is a 
good Riesling!”). See Appendix of Article I.  
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a good while already”, or “There was a good turnout in the concert”. In these examples, 
“good” could be replaced with some quantitative expression such as “a lot”, “plenty” 
or “rather long”. Another omission is the frequent use of “good” in contexts of 
aesthetic or artistic evaluation, such as in “a good painting”, “a good poem”, “a good 
novel”. (Moral goodness is not mentioned as a separate ‘basic’ variety: it is seen as a 
secondary form of goodness, and discussed thoroughly later in the book; see MG 2–3 
and Section 4,2, below.) It seems, thus, that von Wright’s typology of the conceptual 
varieties is not complete. This, in fact, was directly acknowledged by the book’s author 
at the end of his preliminary overview of the varieties: 

The enumeration and grouping of uses of ‘good’ which we have 
given is very far from exhaustive. Examples could easily be given 
of uses which fall either completely outside any of the forms, which 
we have here tentatively distinguished, or which seem to fall 
somewhere between them. (VoG, 11.) 

It seems that von Wright’s typology of the conceptual varieties of goodness, too, was 
meant as a preliminary account, not as the final word on the topic (cf. book’s Preface and 
my observation on the book’s tentative nature in Section 1.1., above). No wonder, then, 
that a series of philosophical commentators have reacted to von Wright’s work by 
revisiting and reorganising his typology of goodness.40 But instead of adding further 
conceptual varieties to von Wright’s list, they have more often taken the opposite path 
of pursuing a more unitary account of the phenomenon. In other words, they have 
tended to oppose another central trait of von Wright’s account, which needs to be 
addressed next.  

AG 2. A Non-reductive Account of the Varieties of Goodness 

An important feature of von Wright’s account of the conceptual varieties of goodness 
is that it is non-reductive. By this I mean that, in his view, there is, first, no generic goodness 
to which the varieties are related as sub-forms. And second, none of the varieties is 
basic in the sense that all the other varieties could be reduced to it or be explained in its 
terms by some other means. But given the non-reductive nature of von Wright’s 
analysis, what can be said about the unity of goodness? Why are the conceptual varieties 
of goodness still forms of – goodness? 
Sections 6–8 of Chapter I of VoG contain von Wright’s discussion concerning the 

unity of goodness. This discussion is mainly negative: going through a series of 
traditional means of providing unity for concepts and explaining conceptual variety, von 
Wright provides arguments against each of the possibilities: 

 
40 See the authors mentioned in Section 1.4, above. 
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(i) A genus-species relation. Von Wright follows Aristotle in arguing that the varieties of 
goodness are not species to a genus of generic goodness. This would presuppose that 
there is a feature common to all goodness, with differentia specifica demarcating the 
individual varieties from this common genus; this scheme, however, does not apply to 
goodness (VoG, 12–13). 

(ii) Vagueness of the concept of goodness. Vagueness is characteristic of concepts which 
have unclear boundaries. In von Wright’s view, vagueness does characterize some of 
the individual varieties of goodness – due to vagueness of the concept, it may, e.g., not 
always be clear whether some tool is good or not. However, he points out that “the fact 
that some of the typical uses of ‘good’ are vague cannot account for the fact that there 
are these many uses” (VoG, 14): vagueness does not explain the conceptual multiplicity of 
“good”. 

(iii) Ambiguity of the word “good”. Ambiguity is a property of a word, which stands for 
several different ideas or concepts. Von Wright characterizes ambiguity as an accidental 
logical feature; typically, such features are intra-linguistic.41 In the case of “good”, 
however, the feature does not seem to be accidental, since the conceptual varieties of 
goodness are common to many languages (VoG, 14). 

(iv) Analogy of meaning. Von Wright considers analogy of meaning a more promising 
candidate for accounting for the varieties. The idea of analogy presupposes that there is 
some primary or literal meaning in relation to which analogical meanings and 
metaphorical extensions may be understood. But, von Wright notes, in the case of 
“good”, it is difficult to pinpoint one of the conceptual varieties as the primary or literal 
meaning. Hence, analogy does not seem to provide the key to understanding the 
varieties of goodness. (VoG, 15.) 

(v) Family resemblance. Wittgenstein introduced the idea of family resemblance as an 
antidote to the idea that conceptual unity may be provided only by some common 
feature that all instances of the concept share (PI §66 ff.). He invited us to examine, 
whether conceptual unity may not be provided by a set of overlapping similarities 
between the instances without there necessarily having to be one feature common to all 
of them. While “Spiel” was his favourite example, he also suggested that goodness might 
be a family-concept (PI §77). Von Wright provides two counter arguments against this 
suggestion. He points out that, unlike in the case of typical family-concepts, we do not 
experience any bewilderment about the status of any of the conceptual varieties of 
goodness as a variety of goodness. And, on the other hand, the varieties of goodness 

 
41 Another name for this feature could be homonymy.  
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are no subject to temporal changes in the same way as typical family-concepts are (VoG, 
16–17; see Article V for a detailed discussion).42 

In von Wright’s view, then, the conceptual varieties of goodness elude a successful 
analysis in terms of the aforementioned devices of conceptual analysis. Summing up his 
mainly negative overview, von Wright observes that “[t]he meaning-pattern of ‘good’ is 
peculiar and puzzling” and notes that it “is worth more attention than it has received 
on the part of philosophic semanticists” (VoG, 17). The question concerning the unity 
of goodness is thus left open at the end of Chapter I, and von Wright chooses not to 
press the issue further. Instead, he turns to his detailed examination of the individual 
conceptual varieties. 
Even though von Wright’s account is aptly characterized as non-reductive, this does 

not mean that the author would view the conceptual varieties of goodness as completely 
unrelated entities. They are, after all, varieties of – goodness. On the contrary, von Wright 
explicitly stresses the fact that the varieties are mutually related in many significant ways: 
some varieties more closely by sharing a set of features, some more distantly (for details, 
see AG 3, below, and Article I, Sect. 3). In one context he observes, related to hedonic 
goodness, that it is 

futile to try to reduce this form [of goodness] to one or several 
others as it is to try to reduce all other forms to it. But there may 
exist logical connexions of a more complex and subtle nature 
between the forms. (VoG, 85.)  

It is highly possible that von Wright’s acquaintance with Wittgenstein’s later philosophy 
in general, and with Wittgenstein’s notorious criticism of the presupposition of 
essentialism in The Philosophical Investigations (§§ 66ff.), in particular, made him more 
interested in investigating the various conceptual similarities and differences between 
the varieties of goodness than in providing a reductive explanation of the phenomenon 
(see Article I, Sect. 4, and Article IV, Sect. 3.2.). In this way, his account of the varieties 
may – despite the difference mentioned in (v), above –, after all be aptly characterised 
with the programmatic words with which Wittgenstein introduced the idea of family-
resemblance in The Philosophical Investigations. In the following quotation, I have taken the 
liberty of replacing Wittgenstein’s references to games with references to forms of 
goodness: 

 
42 This argument presupposes that it is possible to characterize family-concepts by means of 
some features that are typical of them. Wittgenstein, however, as far as I know, never provides 
a list of some typical features. von Wright, as has been suggested by Klagge (2018, 293), seems 
to have inferred to these features from Wittgenstein’s examples.  
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Don’t say: ‘They [the forms of goodness] must have something in 
common, or they would not be called [‘good’]’ – but look and see 
whether there is anything common to all. – For if you look at them, 
you won’t see something that is common to all, but similarities, 
affinities, and a whole series of them at that. […]  

And the upshot of these considerations is: we see a complicated 
network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: similarities 
in the large and in the small. (Wittgenstein 1953, PI §66, tr. 
Anscombe–Hacker–Schulte.) 

Indeed, if we turn our attention to von Wright’s concrete procedure of analysis, it turns 
out that his analytical method is especially tuned to detecting a “complicated network” 
of “overlapping” conceptual similarities and differences between the uses of “good”. 

AG 3. Methodical Innovations: The Analytical Topoi of Goodness 

Above, I have already alluded to some features of von Wright’s analytical method that 
is used in laying bare the conceptual varieties of goodness. Even though, as already 
mentioned above, von Wright thinks that the concept of goodness is shared by many different 
languages, he still sees a close connection between conceptual investigations and the 
study of the uses of language: “By the Varieties of Goodness”, he notes at the beginning 
of his preliminary overview of the phenomenon, “I understand the multiplicity of uses 
of the word ‘good’” (VoG, 8).43 In von Wright’s view, then, the varieties of regular 
language-use provide the main clue for understanding the varieties of goodness – and 
the philosopher’s task is to articulate (descriptively) the conceptual structures that are 
implicit in language use:  

Conceptual observations may lead a logician or philosopher to 
distinguish between uses of ‘good’, which had before been 
classified together, and regard them as separate forms or sub-forms 
of goodness. But the forms or sub-forms, thus distinguished, 
would not be new inventions but familiar phenomena, among 
which a new difference was noted. (VoG, 17.)  

 
43 This basic contention, shared by many philosophers active around the mid 20th century, is 
clearly indebted to Wittgenstein’s maxim that, in order to study the meaning of a given 
expression φ, one had better examine the uses of φ in language (E.g., PI §43). But “use” is itself 
an unprecise word and leaves many philosophical paths open. Even though both R. M. Hare 
(1952) and von Wright stress the notion of the use of language, their analysis of goodness differ 
considerably. In Article I, I propose that the main difference is that Hare stresses the 
illocutionary functions of the word “good”, whereas von Wright investigates the concept of 
goodness through examining the regular uses of “good” in language. 
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This observation is important, as it implies that the conceptual varieties of goodness – 
and the differences between them – are, in the author’s view, already there, implicit in 
the use of language. The philosophical classification, however, is a new one, and is based 
on noting the differences. A major novelty of von Wright’s book is the philosophical 
method introduced for identifying and articulating these differences. In Article I, which 
focuses solely on what I call von Wright’s “connective analysis of goodness”, I propose, 
building on Carl Wellman’s (1976) work, that von Wright’s analytical method consists 
in the systematic use of some 11 analytical topoi, which may be formulated as questions 
that may be posed in relation to a given use of the word “good”. These topoi are 
systematically used to detect aspects of meaning of the word “good”. Thus, von Wright 
examines – among other features – the opposites of “good”, the various illocutionary 
uses of “good”, the criteria of goodness, and the possibilities paraphrasing a judgment 
of goodness by using (partial) synonyms of “good”. In the light of this method, the 
meaning of “good” is constituted by a range of aspects of meaning. (cf. Article I, Sect. 
3 and Appendix.) This method of examining meaning via various aspects of meaning is 
highly original, and, it seems, its possible applications easily transcend the bounds of the 
topics probed in The Varieties of Goodness.44  
For details of von Wright’s analytical method, with a presentation and discussion of 

each topos, the reader is directed to Article I, Sect. 3. and Appendix. Here, it suffices to 
highlight the fact that the analytical method is directly relevant to von Wright’s account 
of the varieties of goodness (i.e., to AG 1 and AG 2, above). For it is precisely by means 
of his analytical techniques that von Wright’s mosaic of the conceptual varieties of 
goodness gets its distinctive shape: the non-reductive account flows naturally from the 
author’s preferred method of ‘connective’ conceptual analysis via aspects of meaning. 
Clearly, this method is more at home in detecting conceptual differences and similarities 
than in providing conceptual unity. In this sense, von Wright’s book may be viewed as 
an illuminating example of a philosophical work in which the chosen method is clearly 
reflected in the results of the philosophical investigation. One should, however, not 
overtly stress the method’s independent explanatory significance. The choice of the 
connective model of analysis goes hand in hand with the author’s basic philosophical 
contention to avoid introducing any artificial simplifications to the conceptual field that 
is under investigation.45  

 
44 I have myself made some use of Wright’s analytical topoi in a historical overview on the early 
stages of development of the concept of σῶμα, the body: see Jakola 2022. 
45 See AG 6 (i), below. Had the author, e.g., emphasized some aspects of meaning, his typology of 
the conceptual varieties of goodness might have taken a slightly different form. In Article I, I 
point out that, indeed, some of von Wright’s notable contemporaries emphasized some 
conceptual feature of goodness that are familiar from von Wright’s analytical topoi. 
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AG 4. Value-judgments and truth 

In its basic form, a value-judgment may be said to be an assertion of a grammatically 
well-formed indicative statement in which a value-predicate – e.g., “good” – is 
predicated to some subject: if I assert “The weather in Athens is good”, “That chisel is 
good” or “N.N.’s character is good”, I assert a value-judgment – or, to be more precise, 
a judgment of goodness.46 As is well-known, the nature of value-judgments was a hotly 
debated topic in the mid-20th century analytical moral philosophy, as many philosophers 
of the time questioned the old presupposition that value-judgments are descriptive or 
cognitive statements, i.e., true or false statements that describe some states of affair.47 In the 
1940s and 1950s, non-cognitivist philosophers of various strands observed that value-
judgments are not used to describe facts, but their role is rather to express emotions and 
attitudes (Ayer [1936], Stevenson [1937, 1944]), or to commend things (Hare [1952]). From 
this perspective, value-judgments are not cognitive judgments at all: they do not have truth 
values.48 At the turn of the 1960s, when von Wright was working on The Varieties, R.M. 
Hare’s non-cognitivist analysis of the meaning of “good” provided possibly the most 
popular and well-known paradigm of analysing value-judgments on non-cognitivist 
lines.49 
The Varieties of Goodness contains no single and extended discussion concerning the 

general nature of value-judgments. Neither does von Wright enter the debate between 
 

46 In this terminology, judgments of goodness form a sub-class of value-judgments. One may 
distinguish between a value-sentence (or value-proposition) and value-judgment, where the latter 
means an assertion of the former. Sometimes, in philosophical literature, one also encounters 
expressions such as “normative judgment” or “moral judgment” in reference to judgments of 
value. They are typically used to mark a generic distinction to empirical judgments, or as a 
linguistic mark of the fact-value distinction. I find both expressions vague and potentially 
misleading, and shall not use them is this work. Here it suffices to say that it is better not to 
confuse normative judgments (e.g., I ought to finish my dissertation) and value-judgments (e.g., 
“It will be good for me to finish my dissertation”) on the one hand, and important to maintain a 
distinction between value-judgments in general (e.g., “This chisel is good”), and moral judgments 
(e.g., “She has a good character”) on the other.  
47 In this section, I use the term “cognitivism” to refer to a view according to which value 
judgments have truth values and “non-cognitivism” to refer to a view according to which value 
judgments do not have truth values. Thus understood, the division does not take stand on how 
the judgments are true, or what the judgments’ ontological presuppositions are. This 
characterisation via truth was used by von Wright in his unpublished first Gifford lecture (WWA: 
Wri-SF-034b, p. I-iii-10). 
48 Concerning the question whether and to what extent they have descriptive content, the non-
cognitivists expressed differing opinions ranging from denial of all symbolic meaning (Ogden & 
Richards, Ayer) to accepting that value judgments have some cognitive content, which, however, 
is secondary to some primary, non-cognitive use (Hare, Nowell-Smith). 
49 It had, however, not escaped sharp criticism: see e.g., Geach (1956), Foot (1958), Anscombe 
(1958) and Searle (1962). 
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cognitivism and non-cognitivism. But in a more indirect and subtle fashion, the issues 
are at stake throughout the book, and much of what von Wright proposes is highly 
relevant to both topics. Given his thesis of the conceptual varieties of goodness (AG 
1), von Wright’s suggestion is that there may well be various logical types of value-
judgments, too (cf. Topos 8 in Article I). The implication of this view is that other 
philosophers may have too easily tended to lump them together (cf. AG 6 (iii), below). 
As von Wright’s account of the truth of value-judgments is discussed, from different 

angles, both in Articles I and IV, just a short summary is provided here. One of the topoi 
(i.e., Topos 7 of Article I) that von Wright uses in examining the meaning of “good” is 
to ask whether a value-judgment has a truth-value (i.e., whether it is a cognitive 
statement or not). This question is typically approached via examining the criteria of 
goodness – another central topos in the overview of the varieties (Topos 9 of Article I). 
The criteria of goodness are features that are referred to as reasons or as grounds for the 
assertion that something is good. By reference to the criteria of goodness, it is possible 
to provide what might be called a contextual paraphrase of a judgment of goodness: “This 
is a good saw” – to take an example from the category of instrumental goodness – may 
be contextually paraphrased as “This saw cuts smoothly, effectively and with little effort 
into any wood”. This kind of token-criterion of goodness, applicable primarily to 
individual and contextually definable cases, may be generalized to type-criteria, which 
characterise the reasons characteristic of each conceptual variety of goodness. In the 
case of instrumental goodness, such type-criterion could be formulated, e.g., in the 
following way: to fulfil well a particular purpose as an instrument used in some activity.50 
Such observations lead von Wright to conclude that many value-judgments do, after 

all, have a (contextually determinable) descriptive content, and via this content, they are 
also judgments with a truth value (e.g., VoG, 30–31). The crucial point of von Wright’s 
criterial approach to the truth and meaning of value judgments is that, following 
Wittgenstein, he takes the relation between the criteria of goodness and goodness to be 
a conceptual or logical relation.51 The criteria of goodness are, in his view, partly 
constitutive of the meaning of “good”.52 This does not, however, make value-judgments 
(merely) descriptive judgments: the criteria of goodness and the judgment’s contextually 

 
50 In Article I, Sect. 3.1, I suggest that von Wright strove to characterize general type-criteria for 
each variety of goodness; this sets his work apart from Hare’s (1952) analysis, which 
acknowledged only case-criteria. 
51 The conceptual role of criteria is stressed in Wittgenstein (1958, 24–25) and discussed in 
reference to von Wright in Article I, Sect. 3.1. and in Article IV, Sect. 3.2. That this observation 
applies to Wittgenstein as regards criteria of goodness, see Article V, Sect. III.  
52 Unlike Hare (1952), von Wright is reluctant to distinguish between the meaning and criteria 
of “good” (VoG, 4–5, and von Wright 1989, 796–797). Again, see Article I, Sect. 3.1. for 
comparison.  
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determinable descriptive content make up only aspects of meaning, not the whole 
meaning of the value-judgment (compare AG 2, above).53  
On these and similar lines, von Wright proceeds to present a cognitivist account of 

value-judgments in instrumental, technical, medical and utilitarian varieties of goodness. In 
each of these forms, however, there are differences as to what the typical criteria of 
goodness may be. Judgments of hedonic goodness, on the other hand, when given in the 1st 
person present indicative mood, are characterised on non-cognitivist lines as 
expressions of attitudes.  
In summary, then, to label von Wright either as a cognitivist or a non-cognitivist 

concerning value-judgments is potentially misleading as this division, viewed from von 
Wright’s perspective, does too little justice to the conceptual varieties of value-
judgments. Furthermore, upholding a rigid distinction between cognitivism and non-
cognitivism may well turn out to be harmful, as it conceals the complex interplay of 
descriptive and non-descriptive elements in value-judgments.54 But given that von 
Wright so explicitly stresses the possibility of truth of value-judgments in many forms 
of goodness, it seems correct to view his account as a philosophical corrective to the 
mostly non-cognitivist and non-descriptivist accounts that were popular in the decades 
immediately preceding the publication of The Varieties of Goodness.55 In von Wright’s 
view, goodness is, via criteria of goodness, intrinsically (and conceptually) connected 

 
53 In an early typescript for the first Gifford lecture, von Wright did declare that his view may 
“with some caution” be considered as “taking ‘good’ as a basic descriptive term” (WWA: Wri-
Sf-034b-05, p. I-ii-6). That a similar formulation does not occur in VoG probably has to do with 
the observation that the descriptive content of “good” is examined via criteria, which constitute 
only an aspect of meaning.  
54 Today, one often talks of “hybrid-accounts” of value-judgments – and, more generally, of 
ethical talk – that combine cognitivist and non-cognitivist elements; see e.g., Toppinen (2018). 
Given von Wright’s aspectual and non-reductive analysis of meaning, his account is clearly an 
early and original version of a hybrid-account of value-judgments. 
55 Here my interpretation differs from the views of scholars who have characterised von Wright 
as a non-cognitivist. Jürgen Habermas (1996, 139) observed that “[i]n Fragen der Ethik vertritt 
[von Wright] eine nicht-kognitive Auffassung”, explaining that, in von Wright’s view, 
“[n]ormative Aussagen können weder wahr noch falsch sein”. While Habermas’ claim is 
formulated mainly in relation to norm-propositions (‘normative Aussagen’) – and not judgments 
of value – the claim is far too general and simplistic to do justice to von Wright’s analysis. 
Similarly, Teemu Toppinen (2013) has noted that von Wright endorsed, “throughout his career, 
[…] non-cognitivism […] – the idea that (some) value judgments are expressive of desire-like 
attitudes and neither true or false”. Concerning VoG, this is true only to the extent that von 
Wright did endorse a non-cognitivist account of judgments of hedonic goodness. In a late article, 
von Wright (2000) defended an emotivist account of valuations in general, but this seems to 
digress from the paths probed in VoG. 
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with descriptive features of things. Thanks to these criteria, the notion of truth has a 
foothold in the language of ethics.56 

AG 5. The Ontology of Goodness: A Naturalistic Account? 

On the basis of what was said above in AG 4, one could say that, according to von 
Wright’s account, “good”, when appearing in a value-judgment in either grammatically 
attributive or predicative position, is often an abstract marker of value, which may 
contextually be given more concrete content, e.g., by referring to criteria of goodness, 
or by explicating the judgment with a paraphrase.57 He stresses the fact that, in our 
practices of making judgments of goodness, we constantly do make reference to various 
traits and properties of things as grounds, reasons or criteria for these judgments. As was 
pointed out above, he suggests that many value-judgments are true or false in relation 
to the criteria of goodness. What are this view’s implications for ontology of goodness? What 
is the mode of existence of goodness in the world of facts?  
Von Wright rarely discusses the ontology of goodness directly.58 But the views that 

he entertains do strongly suggest a certain ontological picture: AG 4 implies that 
goodness is not an ontologically separate property of things, but it is in various ways 
dependant on other – descriptive – properties and on natural facts. Neither has 
goodness any supernatural grounding – von Wright’s book contains no discussion of 
any transcendent forms or foundations of goodness. Finally, von Wright is generally 
suspicious with what he calls the “Humean tradition in moral philosophy”, associated 
with the idea of a great divide between the ‘ought’ and the ‘is’, or between ‘facts’ (factual 
discourse) and ‘values’ (evaluative discourse), (VoG, 2; more definite rejection in WWA: 
Wri-Sf-034b-02, p.I-i-1.) The criterial approach to the meaning of “good” is certainly 
one of the main ways of undermining this divide. If empirical traits act as the criteria of 
goodness, and if criteria are partly constitutive of the meaning of the judgments of 
goodness, then empirical features do form an essential part of many judgments of 
goodness.59 

 
56 This point is most clearly spelled out in von Wright 1954, discussed in Article IV, Sect. 3.2. In 
VoG, the clearest statement occurs in VoG, 30, discussed in Article I, Sect. 3.1. 
57 In this way, von Wright’s account is related to contemporary buck-passing accounts of goodness: 
“good”, according to the buck-passing account, is a formal word that points to the existence of 
some reasons for valuing without directly mentioning what these reasons are. See Scanlon (1998, 
96–98). 
58 Hence, what is said in the following paragraphs, is based more on my extrapolation than on 
von Wright’s explicit statements. 
59 See AG 6 (ii), below, for how von Wright would have dealt with Moore’s criticism of 
naturalism and the so-called Open Question Argument.  
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These points, taken together, imply that von Wright’s position may be viewed as a 
form of naturalism concerning goodness and values. (It is, however, difficult to say 
whether this naturalism is presupposed by von Wright, or whether it is arrived at 
through the examination of our evaluative discourse.) The exact form of this naturalism 
changes according to the varieties. Von Wright sometimes stresses the subjectivity of 
valuations: his account of hedonic goodness, of happiness and of human welfare (cf. 
Sect. 4.2, below), and some features of instrumental goodness all contain references to 
the wishes and preferences of an individual subject.60 Hence, these forms allow for 
variation in relation to the subject’s preferences. In this way, some judgments of 
goodness, if true, are true relative to the judging subject. But the goodness of some other 
forms are, arguably, rather associated with naturalism characteristic of general biological 
categories: Medical goodness of organs and facilities serve the good of a living creature 
by keeping it alive and by enabling it to prosper and live well. There is a causal 
connection between the faculties and the normal functioning of the living being. 
Similarly, the good of a living being has a basis in the fulfilment of the creature’s basic 
natural needs: some basic things – like nutrition and shelter – are, as a matter of fact, things 
that plants and animals (including the homo sapiens) need in order to live. They are simply 
good for them. Such forms of goodness are not dependant on any valuing subject’s 
preferences, wishes or judgments but are rather grounded in objective biological facts. 
If one wishes to say that judgments like “Water is good for a daffodil” are relatively true, 
they are true in relation to a natural biological species.61 
This way, von Wright’s position has affinities both with subjectivist naturalism, as 

some value-judgments are made dependant on the individual subjects’ desires, and with 
biological naturalism, as some values are seen in a broader setting of natural, biological 
and medical categories. It seems that the latter perspective is more fundamental. Von 
Wright’s views seem to presuppose an ontological view according to which values and 
goodness exist only there, where there is life.62 Given the complexity of the particular 
human form of life, goodness may take both objective (biologically conditioned) forms 
and appear in forms where there is room for subject-dependent variances. Thus, von 
Wright’s views indicate a return to an Aristotelian form of naturalism that is coupled 
with an attempt of not throwing all the modern subjectivist insights away with the 
bathwater. At any rate, von Wright’s naturalism must be clearly distinguished from the 

 
60 On the subjectivist notion of welfare, see Article III and Sect. 4.1, below. 
61 Cf. Section 4.1, below. The line of argument in this paragraph is in line with von Wright’s 
‘two-level model of welfare’, but not with his ‘official doctrine’ of welfare. One problem is that 
von Wright, in VoG, focuses mainly on the notion of human welfare, where preferences may be 
taken to play a major role. See also note 112.  
62 This idea has recently been taken as a major starting point in Peter Hacker’s investigation of 
Moral Powers (2021), which stresses goodness as biological category at large.  
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types of naturalism which were criticized by Moore – i.e., attempts to define “good” 
with reference to some naturalist traits, e.g., pleasure or utility (see AG 6 (iv), below). 

AG 6. Value-theoretical Repercussions 

I should like to end my overview of von Wright’s main value-theoretical ideas with a 
discussion of five major and broader ramifications of von Wright’s views. On the 
assumption that von Wright’s thesis of the conceptual varieties of goodness is valid, 
some traditional value-theoretical dichotomies and distinctions may turn out to be 
misleading. Similarly, some theoretical approaches and commonly accepted 
presuppositions may turn out to be misguided. The Humean fact-value distinction was 
already mentioned in AG 5, above. We may well begin from a well-known distinction 
which was mentioned by von Wright himself.  
 
(i) Goodness-as-means vs Goodness-as-an-end. Referring to the “semantic multiplicity and 
logical wealth” of the varieties, von Wright warns his reader “once and for all” about 
the 

inadequacy and artificiality of such schematisms, as, say, the 
traditional classification of all good […] into two main types, viz. 
good as means and good as an end, instrumental and terminal, 
extrinsic and intrinsic good.63 (VoG, 11–12.) 

The distinction between goodness-as-means and goodness-as-an-end goes back at least 
as far as Aristotle, who, in the first book of the Nicomachean Ethics distinguished between 
an end (good) that is pursued for its own sake and ends (goods) that are pursued for the 
sake of this ultimate end (NE, 1194a19–23). In the early 20th century, the distinction 
played a major role in G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica (1903). Moore thought that the 
analysis of other forms of goodness – i.e., ‘extrinsic goodness’, ‘goodness as means’ – 
is subordinate to the analysis of the intrinsic good, as all extrinsic forms of goodness 
derive their value from intrinsic goodness by contributing causally to, or by acting as 
means to, the latter (cf. Moore 1966 [1903], 21–24; 180). In Moore’s work, this 
distinction served as a basic axiological division and classificatory device, and the stress 
was heavily put on the nature of intrinsic goodness. In Moore’s view, the question “what 

 
63 One may, of course, following Korsgaard (1983) distinguish between the pairs ‘goodness-as-
means’ vs. ‘goodness-as-an-end’ and ‘extrinsic value’ vs. ‘intrinsic value’. The former pair 
contrasts a value as a goal with a value as being means to that goal. The latter pair opposes two 
sources of value – a value things have ‘in themselves’ vs. a value that is derived from some external 
source. Von Wright seems to treat the two pairs as synonyms, as is commonly done in 
philosophy.  
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things are good in themselves” is the “primary ethical question”, and other ethical 
questions presuppose it (ibid., 27).64  
For von Wright, the categories of good-as-means and good-as-an-end constitute neither 

separate conceptual varieties of goodness nor a basic value-theoretical division. Still, his 
work touches upon this traditional division in many contexts. Of his categories, 
utilitarian goodness probably comes closest to entertain the logic of good-as-means: in von 
Wright’s view, utilitarian goodness/badness of something – say of a decision – is 
evaluated in the light how it promotes some end or purpose (VoG, 42–43).65 Traces of 
this logic are apparent also in (von Wright’s) instrumental goodness: instruments are 
means in a specific sense of the term, as this form of goodness is connected with the use 
of instruments in relation to some purpose or function (VoG, 163). 66  
Some central aspects of the notion of good-as-an-end, on the other hand, are 

discussed in VoG, Ch. 5, Sect. 9, in the context of the analysis of the good of man. There, 
von Wright introduces the notion of wanted/unwanted in itself by means of an idealized 
scenario of preferential choice: 

Assume you were offered a thing X which you did not already 
possess. […] The offer must be considered apart from questions of 
causal requirements and of consequences. That is: considerations 
of things which you will have to do in order to get X, and of things 
which will happen to you as a consequence of your having got the 
thing X must not influence your choice. If then you would rather 
take X than leave it, X is wanted in itself. If you have the opposite 
preference, X is unwanted in itself. If you have no preference, X is 
indifferent in itself. (VoG, 103.) 

By the notion of wanted in itself, von Wright aspires to characterise the phenomenon that 
something may be considered as valuable (or good) ‘in itself’ for some subject. Hence, 
this notion, von Wright notes, is his “nearest equivalent […] to the notion of intrinsic 
value in Moore and some other writers” (VoG, 103). Moore’s objectivistic notion of 
good/valuable-in-itself is thus replaced with a subject-based and psychologically explicated 
notion of being wanted in itself. An augmented version of this idealized notion of a 
preferential choice plays a major role in von Wright’s explication of human welfare, 

 
64 This is not uncommon in modern approaches either. In the wake of Moore, Zimmerman 
(2001, 4) notes that at the core of the varieties of goodness and badness lie the “intrinsic 
goodness and badness”: he proposes that “other types of goodness and badness may be 
understood” in reference to them.  
65 See also von Wright’s observation on ethical hedonism as an axiological theory (VoG, 84–85). 
66 It is important not to confuse von Wright’s instrumental goodness of tools with instrumental 
goodness in the traditional sense, indicating goodness of means to some end.  
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discussed in Section 4.1, below. (Von Wright’s subjectivism concerning the good of 
man is discussed critically in Article III.) 
Things that are wanted – be they wanted in themselves or in some other sense – are 

often ends of action, too. As ends of our pursuits, they set the reference for evaluating 
some other things as means to achieving them.67 This division is of great importance in 
explaining goal-directed human action, which is discussed in Ch. VIII of VoG, esp. 161 
ff.68 One could thus say that the notion of wanted in itself replaces not only Moore’s 
intrinsic goodness, but also the traditional concept of a good as an end of action.  
Hence, in von Wright’s framework, both members of the traditional classificatory 

pair of good-as-means and good-as-an-end still have roles to play. The division does not, 
however, play the role of a main value-theoretical classificatory device. Rather, the 
distinction is discussed as a part of a broader framework of the conceptual varieties of 
goodness. However, given the traditional significance of the idea of an intrinsic value, 
it seems to me that von Wright somehow underplays its importance in his own 
framework. He could very well have mentioned his notion of wanted in itself as a separate 
‘basic’ variety of goodness. It may clearly be distinguished from the varieties listed in 
AG 1 as the ’basic’ conceptual forms of goodness.69 In fact, as will be shown in Section 
4, below, the scenario of the ‘logical fiction’ of a rational choice made by an individual, 
first introduced in reference to things wanted in itself, plays a major role in von Wright’s 
explication of many central ethical notions.  
 

(ii) The varieties of goodness and the hierarchy of values. Another traditional schema, which is 
put into a new light by von Wright’s work, is the idea of the hierarchy of values. This is 
the idea that values form a hierarchical tree, both according to singular values and more 
general types of values. The idea is related to, but still different from, the division 
between good-as-means and good-as-an-end, discussed above: a value which is thought of as 
being lower in the hierarchy of values may, but need not be a means to some higher 

 
67 This, incidentally, was the way the distinction was introduced in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. 
68 Philosophy of action was later a major concern of von Wright’s philosophy, and it plays a 
major role in Explanation and Understanding (1971). It was typical for von Wright to approach the 
topic with the scheme of practical syllogism, which mentions the agent’s goals as a major 
premise, and the deliberation of the necessary and sufficient means of attaining the goal as a 
second premise. One version of the scheme is introduced in VoG Ch. VIII.  
69 The notion is subjective and psychological; is applicable to any states of affairs or objects; 
causal considerations play no role; it is opposed to unwanted in itself, with the opposite being 
contrary rather than contradictory; the judgments concerning whether things are wanted in itself 
are true in relation to the subject’s individual wants and desires. The notion has mostly affinities 
with hedonic goodness. A further reason for mentioning the concept separately is that von 
Wright’s The Logic of Preference (1963c) builds heavily on the notion of ‘pure’ preference, as does 
the later “The Logic of Preference Reconsidered” (von Wright 1972, e.g., 143, 162n11). 
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value. This division played a major role in the objectivist value theory of Max Scheler, 
as presented in Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik (1913).70  
This idea is not addressed by von Wright in his book directly. Still, in the light of his 

work, it will appear in much the same light as the division of good-as-means and good-as-
an-end. It is possible, e.g., by utilizing von Wright’s idealized scenario of a preferential 
choice, used to illustrate the notion of a thing wanted in itself (see AG 6 (i), above), to 
establish comparisons between various valued things. In many cases, it is possible to 
conclude that some thing is valued more, or ranked more highly than some other. I may 
esteem the poems of Constantine Cavafy higher than those of Georgios Seferis; or I 
may deem freedom of expression a more important value than social correctness. But 
this does not mean that all valued things (or types of them) might be ranked so in 
relation to other valued things. The thesis of the varieties of goodness should make us 
aware that many valuations take place within some more specific categories. More 
typical than the above comparisons of the ‘intrinsic’ values of things is probably to rank 
things hierarchically within some more specific category. While we all know roughly 
what it means to rank chisels (instrumental goodness), to classify pianists (technical 
goodness), or to reflect on the relative merits of a set of plans (utilitarian goodness), it 
makes little sense to ask whether a given chisel or a given plan should be ranked higher 
in a general hierarchy of valuable things. Hence, it seems that, like the division of good-
as-means and good-as-an-end, the idea of the hierarchy of values, too, has a meaningful but 
limited significance within the framework of the varieties of goodness. It will not do as 
a major value-theoretical schema. 
 
(iii) Misplaced questions? Von Wright’s thesis of the conceptual varieties of goodness 
implies that it may well be misguided to search for general answers for general questions 
such as “What is good?” or “Is some x good?”. The main lesson to be drawn from his 
work is that there is no goodness as such, only goodness in some way.71 In order to 
answer such general questions, one needs to start by specifying which form or variety of 
goodness is under discussion. And in doing so, one must pay attention to the context 
in which the question is posed. For in many cases, the same things may be evaluated in 
many categories of goodness: a specimen of baklavá may be evaluated with regard to its 
taste (hedonic goodness) or its healthiness (utilitarian goodness); a teacher may be 
evaluated with regard to her teaching skills (technical goodness) or usefulness in relation 
to some societal goals (instrumental goodness). But to ask whether a teacher or a 
specimen of baklava is good as such, without further specifications, is to pose an 

 
70 According to Scheler (1913, 13) “alle Werte […] sind materiale Qualitäten, die eine bestimmte 
Ordnung nach ‚hoch‘ und ‚nieder‘ zu einander haben”.  
71 Cf. Thomson in Harman & Thomson (1996, 128). 
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unintelligible question.72 This is a lesson that von Wright was himself clearly aware of. 
At the end of the Chapter IV, concerning hedonic goodness, he observes: 

If one is aware of the multiform nature of goodness, one will realize 
that the general question ‘Is pleasure good?’ is unintelligible, unless 
the form of goodness is specified. In one sense of ‘good’, the 
question is just as empty of content or logically defect as the 
question ‘Is pleasure pleasant?’ or ‘Is goodness good?’. When 
correctly stated, the question must mean something along the 
following lines: Are things, which are good hedonically, also good 
in some other respect? And here this other respect must be 
specified. The question may well be worth discussing. So may the 
converse question be: Are the things, which are in such-and-such 
respect good, also good hedonically? In the case of neither 
question, however, would an affirmative answer establish that 
pleasure is the ‘sole and ultimate good’ in any reasonable sense of 
those unprecise words. (VoG, 85.) 

 
(iv) Bypassing the Naturalistic Fallacy and the Open Question Schema? The point AG 6 (iii) has 
direct bearing on G. E. Moore’s famous criticism of naturalism in the Principia Ethica 
(1966 [1903]). In his criticism of naturalistic accounts of goodness, Moore variously 
utilized the argument schema known as the Open Question Argument (e.g., Moore 
1966, 15). According to this schema, one may meaningfully pose the question “Is X 
good?” of any analytical account of goodness given in the terms of the trait(s) X (e.g., 
pleasure, as a hedonist might propose). But, Moore argues, it is always a meaningful and 
open question, whether X (e.g., pleasure) is good. In Moore’s view, a judgment of 
goodness is always a synthetic judgment, and it may not be analytically explained in terms 
of any other traits. Hence, the schema of Open Question may be used to refute any 
analytic definition of goodness, not only naturalistic definitions.73 
Above in AG 5, I proposed that von Wright’s analysis of goodness may well be 

interpreted on naturalist lines. I also suggested that the view is different from the 
naturalistic views criticised by Moore. But is von Wright’s version of naturalism still 
open to the Open Question Argument, as presented by Moore, and hence to 

 
72 One might retort here: how about von Wright’s scenario of being wanted itself, described above? 
Does this notion not describe what it is for something to be good as such, in the eyes of some 
valuating subject? – I should like to say: this, too, is a further specification to “good”, namely 
“good in the sense of being wanted in itself”. This notion does not seem to be a reasonable 
candidate for a general paradigm of goodness but is a highly specialized use.  
73 Frankena (1939) is a classic overview of Moore’s argument, which stresses and identifies this 
generic form of the argument. Hence, Frankena (ibid., 471 ff.) refers to it as a “definist fallacy”, 
of which a “naturalistic fallacy” is a sub-form.  
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accusations of committing the naturalistic fallacy? – Even though, again, von Wright 
did not discuss this issue directly in VoG, some of his proposals imply that he had 
elaborated the issue carefully and developed ways to evade such accusations.74 It seems 
that von Wright could resort to at least two different strategies in making his position 
and approach immune to Moorean attacks. 
(α) In the very same context in which posing overtly general questions concerning 

goodness is criticised (cf. quote at the end of AG 6 [iii], above), von Wright also makes 
a somewhat elusive diagnostic observation concerning Moore’s strategy of refuting 
hedonism on the ground that it commits the naturalistic fallacy. “’Good’ means good, 
Moore says, and not anything else, e.g., pleasant”, von Wright observes, and continues 
obliquely:  

About this I shall only say that it seems to me just as obvious that 
‘good’ sometimes means ‘pleasant’ or can otherwise become 
translated into hedonic terms as it seems to me obvious that ‘good’ 
does not always mean ‘pleasant’ or can become thus translated. 
(VoG, 85.) 

This critical suggestion seems to boil down to this: The Open Question Schema seems 
to us inviting, because the general question “What is good?” is never completely and 
without a residue answerable by giving an account of one conceptual variety of 
goodness. But the correct conclusion is not that goodness is a property sui generis (or that 
all judgments of goodness are synthetic), as Moore proposed. The conclusion is that 
there are many conceptual varieties of goodness. Hence, the Open Question Schema 
hinges on the presupposition that the question “What is good?” may be meaningfully 
posed on a highly general level – this very presupposition, however, is from von 
Wright’s perspective illegitimate (cf. AG 6 [iii], above). The further suggestion is that, if 
the variety is suitably specified, it may very well be possible to provide an account of 
the given variety on naturalistic lines.  
(β) Second, the Open Question Schema, as utilized by Moore, presupposes that the 

naturalistic account is provided as an analytic account of goodness, or of the meaning of 
“good”. A naturalistic fallacy, Moore (1966 [1903], 73) pointed out, “consists in the 
contention that good means nothing but some simple or complex notion, that can be 
defined in terms of natural qualities”. This definitory aspiration, however, is abandoned 
in von Wright’s sophisticated method of non-reductive connective analysis (AG 2–3). 
Von Wright’s method of connecting goodness with natural traits via the criteria of 

 
74 In the Preface of VoG, Moore is acknowledged as one of the three classics of ethics from whom 
von Wright has learned the most – the two others being Aristotle and Kant. Von Wright notes 
that, in “resisting Moore”, he “became convinced of the untenability of value-objectivism and 
intuitionism” (VoG, v–vi). 
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goodness (AG 4) examines one central aspect of the meaning of “good”, not the whole 
meaning. He is careful not to identify the meaning of “good” – even within the categories 
of individual conceptual varieties – with natural traits. Hence, in this way, his naturalistic 
account bypasses the (Moorean) accusations of committing the naturalistic fallacy in the 
sense of defining goodness in naturalistic terms. Von Wright is operating with a much 
richer model of conceptual analysis than Moore, for whom the method of definition 
was the main analytical tool of inquiry (cf. Wellman 1976).  
 
(v) The status of general theories of goodness and value. From the above points, and especially 
from the thesis of non-reductivity of the conceptual varieties of goodness (AG 2), it 
should be clear enough that von Wright denies the possibility of providing a general theory 
of goodness in the sense of an unificatory and reductive account that would apply to all 
varieties. It may not be as clear that the point applies similarly to general theories of value – 
if one wishes to entertain a difference between a theory of goodness and a theory of 
value.75 There are, of course, many kinds of theories of value, and von Wright’s 
connective analysis of goodness, too, may conveniently be called a theory of value. Still, 
von Wright’s conceptual inquiry on the varieties of goodness may also clearly be 
distinguished from general theories of value, if the latter are understood to provide a 
unificatory (or reductive) account of all value by means of some basic concept of value.76 
Such general theories – like that of Ralf Barton Perry (1926), who defined value 
generally as “any object of any interest” – are not directly discussed in The Varieties of 
Goodness. But von Wright’s unpublished first Gifford lecture, “Approaches to Moral 
Philosophy”, contains a short overview of general theories of value in this sense. The 
attractiveness of a general theory of value, von Wright notes in the lecture typescript, 
lays in the promise to provide a unifying account of disparate branches of values – e.g., 
aesthetic, moral and economic values (WWA: Wri-034b-02, p. I-vi-17). But such an 
account seems to presuppose that there is a common and generic notion of value. Von 
Wright proceeds to question this presupposition: 

 
75 The issue is partly terminological, since it is not easy to distinguish value and goodness. There 
is a close connection between the uses of the vocabularies derived from “good” and “value” in 
language: a value may be anything which, objectively speaking, has value, i.e., is in some sense 
good, or which, psychologically speaking, is valued, i.e., considered good in some sense. Valuable 
things may conveniently be characterised as good things. In language, we thus have the verb “to 
value”, the adjective “valuable” and the noun “value” – while, interestingly, there is no 
corresponding verb derived from “good” in common use. (On the senses of “value”, see e.g., 
Zimmerman’s [2001, 1–4] overview; on obsolete uses of “good” as a verb, see OED, lemma 
“good, v.”) 
76 Nicholas Rescher (1969, 49) characterized “general theories of value” as unified theories that 
purport to “discover a common core of valuing throughout the wide variety of settings where 
evaluation takes place” and suggest a “unified conception of Value”.  
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Is there a generic concept of value, of which the moral, aesthetic, 
etc. values are so many species? This is not a futile question to ask. 
If the answer is “no” – as there seems to be reason to think – then 
the goodness of the idea of a general theory of value becomes 
doubtful. Its purpose was to illuminate disparate conceptual realms 
from a common source of light. But if there is not a generic concept 
of value, no such light is forthcoming. (WWA: Wri-034b-02, p. I-
vi-20.) 

This criticism is parallel to von Wright’s rejection of the possibility of a general theory 
of goodness, and, given the close connection between values and goodness, it is 
probably based on his non-reductive account of goodness. Both criticisms are, 
ultimately, based on a suspicion concerning the very existence of conceptual unity in 
the sense of there being a generic concept of goodness or of value (cf. AG 2 [i], above). 
Another feature which sets von Wright’s account apart from some forms of general 

theories of value is that, as stressed above in AG 1, he studies the general conceptual 
varieties of valuation, not values in the material sense in which peace, democracy or 
freedom of speech are values. For his part, von Wright found the latter kind of talk of 
values rather unfortunate and noted that it runs the risk of confusing values with valued 
things, or bearers of value. Valued things, however, are secondary to the conceptual 
varieties of goodness. In another draft for the first Gifford lecture, von Wright 
elaborates on this point:  

If one pursued the question, in which respect or in which sense 
democracy or some other social or political institution is valuable, 
an answer close at hand would be to say that it is valuable because 
it serves the good of somebody or something, for example the good 
of the state or the good of the citizens of the state. Here, what 
makes democracy valuable or (to use the slappy terminology ‘a 
value’) is being explained in terms of “good”. This suggests that 
talk about various value-bearers as values is, often at least, 
translatable into a talk about the good and the bad. (WWA: Wri-
034b-05, p. I-vi-25.)77 

In this context, it is not possible to pursue the worthwhile task of relating existing 
unificatory theories of value or goodness to von Wright’s typology of goodness.78 In 

 
77 Compare the point stressed in Article V, against Klagge’s (2018), that it is crucial to distinguish 
conceptual varieties of goodness from cases of goodness, i.e., valued things.  
78 Here a selective list for orientation: Various mid-20th century accounts that stressed certain 
linguistic functions of “good” may be counted as general theories of goodness; e.g., Ayer (1936), 
Stevenson (1944) and Hare (1952). A.C. Ewing (1948, 152) proposed a definition of “good” as 
a “fitting object of a pro-attitude”. Following on the lines of Perry’s (1926) proposal of defining 
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Article I, I discuss shortly R. M. Hare’s (1952) non-cognitivist account of “good” in 
relation to von Wright’s views. Here, it suffices to note that that a careful study of von 
Wright’s non-reductive account might well form a fruitful preliminary for any such 
enterprise, irrespective of whether one accepts von Wright’s account or not. 
Unfortunately, rather few later theorists of goodness and value have used the 
opportunity of sharpening their own arguments by relating them to the wealth of 
distinctions articulated in von Wright’s book.79 

2.3. Summary 

Let us now return to the phenomenon of the varieties of goodness, which was 
introduced in reference to everyday examples and some additional linguistic 
observations in Section 2.1, above. At the end of my overview, I noted that a successful 
philosophical account of goodness should be able to clarify the five linguistic features 
that characterize the phenomenon: (i) the attributive plurality of “good” (or the 
ontological plurality of good individuals), (ii) the status of “good” as a descriptive 
adjective and of goodness as a property of things, (iii) the magnetism of goodness, (iv) 
the non-descriptive expressive uses of “good”, and (v) the relation between goodness 
and evaluation. As a summary of our overview of von Wright’s basic ideas, let us see 
how von Wright’s ideas may be used to illuminate these features. 

(i) The thesis of the conceptual varieties of goodness (AG 1) may be viewed as von 
Wright’s philosophical reaction to attributive plurality of “good”. On the one hand, the 
conceptual varieties of goodness are explanatory primary in relation to individual cases 
of goodness: “It is not because good things are such a mixed bunch”, von Wright 
observes, “that there are so many forms of goodness; but it is because of the multiform 
nature of goodness that things of the greatest dissimilarity in kind and category can be 
good” (VoG, 13). On the other hand, the account provides structure to the plurality of 
attributions of “good”: most individual attributions of goodness may be classified under 
von Wright’s conceptual varieties of goodness. Hence, “good doctor”, “good 
carpenter”, “good statesman” and “good photographer”, etc., all fall under von Wright’s 

 
value in terms of interest, Paul Ziff (1960, 247) suggested that “good” may be generally defined 
as “answering to certain interests”; Mackie (1990 [1977], 55–56) pursued the line of defining 
“good” via satisfaction of requirements. More recently, the so-called buck-passing accounts have 
been proposed: “good”, in the light of this account, is a formal word that points to an existence 
of some reasons for valuing, e.g., Scanlon (1998, 96–98), with Rowland (2016) attempting to 
generalize the account for all varieties of goodness. Recently, Wolfsdorf (2019) analyzes 
goodness in terms of what is purpose-serving.  
79 See note 8 for some recent examples. 
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technical goodness. Even though the specific good-making properties are different in 
each of these cases – and, furthermore, probably vary much according to the context 
of evaluation – still the conceptual form of evaluation, or the general type of goodness stays 
the same. In each case, the performance of an agent in a given activity is evaluated.  

(ii) As was pointed out under AG 3–5, above, in von Wright’s view, “good” has a 
descriptive content via the criteria of goodness. His suggestion is that some ‘good-
making properties’ are conceptually related to the goodness of some thing, e.g., the 
smoothness of the cut of some saw may be considered a criterion for the saw’s 
goodness. Von Wright also stresses that (most) judgments of goodness are genuine 
judgments with conceptual structure and content (cf. AG 1). On the other hand, in the 
light of his analysis, goodness is not an ontologically separate property of things at all. 
Via criteria, it is, however, connected with empirical and natural properties of things.  

(iii) Von Wright does not address the ‘magnetism’ of goodness directly. But in view 
of his proposals, it seems that Stevenson’s (1937, 16) observation that “a person who 
recognizes X to be ‘good’ must ipso facto acquire a stronger tendency to act in its favour 
than he otherwise would have had” has to be taken with a major pinch of salt. It stands 
in need of further specifications. The feature has some plausibility, as it is connected 
with the platitude that “good” is a positive evaluative term, “bad” a negative one. But 
evaluations are often undertaken with a view to some purpose or aim, and are only in 
marginal cases ‘absolute’ evaluations (cf. von Wright’s notion of ‘wanted in itself’ [AG 
6(i), above]). The ‘magnetism’ of goodness, thus, seems to be conditioned magnetism: it 
applies given that we, e.g., are engaged (interested) in an activity, where some tool or some 
utilitarian means to some end is needed (instrumental or utilitarian goodness). No 
matter how good some ice-hockey stick is, its goodness may leave me completely 
indifferent if I am not interested in ice-hockey at all. And no matter how good some 
weapon of mass-destruction is, this fact alone, does not (“ipso facto”) make me act in its 
favour. Most likely, it will make my aspirations to promote global disarmament even 
stronger than they were before. 

(iv) Von Wright does not stress much the independent uses of “good” in 
exclamations. But his analysis of goodness considers the various uses or functions of 
the word “good” in speech-acts of various kinds. An investigation of such features is 
one analytical topos of his aspectual analysis of goodness (AG 3, Article I, Topos [10]). 
The result is that there are several such typical speech acts, and that they are associated 
with the conceptual varieties in different ways. It seems to me, however, that von Wright 
stresses the illocutionary functions of “good” less than some of his slightly earlier 
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contemporaries. This has to do with the fact that he focuses, more than his immediate 
predecessors, on goodness as a concept.80 

(v) Von Wright discusses the ideas of evaluation and grading in many contexts of 
his analysis. It is probably a platitude to say that “good” is an evaluative word (cf. [iii]). 
But it is not a platitude to say that “good” is always associated with grading things. The 
varieties of goodness (with the exception of the ‘good of a being’) determine conceptual 
forms of evaluation. But to evaluate something as good does not have to take the form 
of grading or direct comparison. The idea of grading and the associated logic of “better 
than” are typical for some varieties, e.g., instrumental or technical goodness, which are 
associated with preferential choices. In such evaluation, we are interested in the level of 
excellence of, say, some tool, or some professional. But in other evaluative judgments, 
say, of medical goodness, these features play a peripheral role. When I go to an 
ophthalmologist to check whether my vision is good, I am primarily interested that my 
vision is not bad, not in making any comparisons or preferential choices. This has to do 
with the feature, identified by von Wright, that in medical goodness, “good” seems to 
be a privative concept in relation to its opposite “bad” (cf. Article I, Topos [5]).  

In the light of von Wright’s account, the features (i–v) may all be taken to provide some 
significant insights into the meaning of “good”. But von Wright’s non-reductive 
account (cf. AG 2) suggests that none of these features provides the key for unlocking 
the secrets of the logic of goodness. Von Wright’s basic axiological conviction is that 
the logic of goodness is characterized by an intricate web of overlapping conceptual 
similarities and differences. To illuminate this conceptual web, one must shed light on 
it from many angels, and by facilitating a broad range of philosophical techniques.  
  

 
80 Compare AG 4 and note 43, above. 
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3. The Transition to Moral Philosophy 

After the overview of von Wright’s Axiological Grundgedanken and their major 
consequences, I now move on to provide a similar list of his moral-philosophical basic 
ideas, i.e., of the ideas that connect his axiological study of the conceptual varieties of 
goodness with traditional topics of ethics – and, a forteriori, with his moral philosophy 
proper, to be discussed separately in Section 4, below. Following the format of the 
previous section, I designate these ideas with an abbreviation MG (for Moral-philosophical 
Grundgedanke) and with a running numbering. As the ideas presented in this section are 
discussed at some depth in Articles I and II, the presentation of them is kept fairly 
concise. 
 

3.1. Moral-Philosophical Grundgedanken  (MG 1–6) 

MG 1. The Proposal of a “Broad Approach to Ethics” 

The main link between von Wright’s account of the varieties of goodness and traditional 
topics of philosophical ethics is provided by the proposal of a broad approach to ethics. The 
agenda and sketch of this approach are presented in the first four sections of Chapter I 
of VoG. The crux of the proposal is that concepts that form the very core of the 
discussions in traditional moral philosophy – concepts such as moral goodness, (moral) 
duty and obligation, virtue, or practical reasoning – need to be examined as an integral 
part of a more comprehensive conceptual framework. This framework, as described in 
VoG, Ch. I, Sect. 4, consists of three main groups of concepts, namely value-concepts, 
normative concepts, and anthropological / psychological concepts along with three intermediate 
groups that are related to these three main groups in different ways. The motivations 
and the contents of the proposal are discussed in Article II, while Article I connects the 
proposal with von Wright’s general conception of conceptual analysis (AG 3, above). 
Figure 1, reproduced from Article II, sums up von Wright’s sketch for a broad 
conceptual framework for ethics:  
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Figure 1: The Broad Approach to Ethics (VoG I, 4). (Article II, p. 122.) 

 
In The Varieties of Goodness, the broad approach to ethics is pursued only partially, as the 
focus is mainly on the conceptual varieties of goodness, i.e., on Group I of value 
concepts: 

[It] seems to me […] that a necessary preliminary to a successful 
study of moral action, moral goodness, and moral duty is a study 
of goodness in all its varieties. […] A beginning to it is attempted 
in the present work. (VoG, 8.) 

The idea of approaching questions of moral philosophy from the perspective of a 
general theory of goodness, was, in von Wright’s mind, the real novelty of his book (cf. 
VoG, vi). However, he is careful to point out that this approach constitutes only “an 
aspect of the broader approach needed for ethics” (VoG, 2). In the Preface of The Logic 
of Preference – which was published the same year as The Varieties of Goodness – it is 
suggested that, in order to pursue the broad approach to ethics thoroughly, all the three 
main groups need to be taken into account, with Group III of anthropological concepts 
forming the ultimate basis of ethics (von Wright 1963c, 7–8, cf. VoG, 8).81 With 

 
81 In VoG, 8, von Wright designates his goodness-based approach as a “horizontal approach” to 
ethics and contrasts it with the “vertical approach”, which looks for the foundations of morals 
in the “needs and wants of man, and in the specific nature of man as an agent”.  
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“psychological and anthropological concepts” (Group III), von Wright refers to 
concepts such as “act and activity, intention and will, motives and reasons, needs and 
wants, character, pleasure and many others” that have a “global” character in referring 
to human beings as a whole (WWA: Wri-Sf-034-b, p. I-v-15b). They may be taken to 
be more fundamental than the concepts of the Groups I and II in the sense that “one 
cannot study norms and values in isolation from the psychological concepts, whereas 
one can study the latter in relative isolation from the former” (VoG, 8). This suggestion 
brings von Wright’s approach to the vicinity of the paths probed around the same time 
by Elizabeth Anscombe in her famous article “Modern Moral Philosophy” (1958).82  
The idea that the study of norms and values cannot be undertaken in isolation of 

some psychological and anthropological concepts is related to von Wright’s axiological 
naturalism (cf. AG 5). If one carefully attends to what von Wright actually says on many 
individual varieties of goodness, it becomes evident that anthropological concepts are 
indispensable in making sense of the basic varieties of goodness, too. Understanding 
instrumental goodness is impossible without presupposing the idea of goal-directed 
action; making sense of hedonic goodness without the concept of pleasure is unfeasible, 
and articulating medical goodness with no recourse to health and wellbeing of some 
living being (i.e., the good of that being) is absurd. Hence, anthropological concepts are 
indispensable not only for von Wright’s analysis of the moral notions, but also for his 
axiological project at large.83 

MG 2. Moral Goodness as a Derivative Form of Goodness  

MG 1 is closely connected with von Wright’s (first) major proposal concerning the 
concept of moral goodness. As I noted above in AG 1, moral goodness does not appear 
in the typology of the main conceptual varieties of goodness. Von Wright prefers “not 
to talk of it as a special form of goodness at all” (VoG, 18). The reason for this is that 
moral goodness is taken to be a secondary, or derivative, form of goodness: 

Moral goodness is not a form of the good on a level with the other 
forms, which we have distinguished. If it be called a form of 
goodness at all, it is this in a secondary sense. By this I mean that an 

 
82 The parallel between von Wright and Anscombe is highlighted in Article II, Sects. 2.2. and 
2.3. The most comprehensive work that represents the ‘anthropological line’ of von Wright’s 
broad approach to ethics is Peter Hacker’s recent book The Moral Powers (2021). The book is 
overtly designated as an “essay in philosophical anthropology” (ibid. xi), is confessedly 
naturalistic in approach (ibid., 18), and, besides, takes von Wright’s typology of goodness as a 
major starting point (ibid., 5–17.)  
83 See Article I, Topos 12.  
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account of the conceptual nature of moral goodness has to be given 
in terms of some other form of the good. (VoG, 119.) 

Von Wright formulates this same idea by denying that that there is special or peculiar 
moral sense of the word “good”, which would simultaneously constitute the “the proper 
object of ethical study” (VoG, 1, compare VoG, 119). This suggestion of the non-
autonomous character of moral goodness is, in turn, closely connected with a rejection 
of a more general idea, which is referred to as the “idea of the conceptual autonomy of morals” 
(VoG, 1; see Article II, 2.2.). This rejection implies that von Wright questions the 
conceptual autonomy of a whole group of concepts that have attracted the interest of 
moral philosophers. Even though no exhaustive list of concepts is given, I suppose 
concepts like ‘(moral) virtue’, ‘(moral) duty’, ‘(moral) character’, ‘(moral) deliberation’, 
‘practical reasoning’, etc., would all be included in the list. The implication is that the 
philosophical study of all the concepts of traditional ethics should be undertaken under 
the umbrella of the broad approach to ethics (c.f. MG 1).  
It seems to me that it is possible to extend the scope of von Wright’s criticism of 

the autonomy of morals yet one step further. Besides abandoning the autonomy of a 
given set of concepts, von Wright’s formulations imply that he may very well have 
intended to reject the even broader idea of autonomy of morality understood as a special 
realm of human reality, or as a special kind of a normative institution.84 While von 
Wright’s formulations often oscillate between concept-talk and material mode of 
speech, at least in some passages he proclaims that a “philosophic understanding of 
morality” – note: not merely ‘moral concepts’ – “must be based on a much more 
comprehensive study of the good (and of the ought) than has been customary in ethics” 
(VoG, 2). This extension of scope connects von Wright’s analysis of moral notions with 
his naturalism (AG 5). This connection was accentuated later, as, in a comment to 
William Frankena’s critical essay, von Wright (1989, 802) noted that one of his aims in 
The Varieties was to provide morality a “’naturalistic’ foundation in facts about human 
nature”.85 
It is easy to see that MG 2 directly motivates MG 1: if moral concepts are non-

autonomous and morality constitutes no special realm of human reality, then these 

 
84 See von Wright (1989, 795) for a denial of the autonomy of “the domain of morality”. Cf. 
Williams 1985 on morality as a ‘peculiar institution’. 
85 Lars Hertzberg (2005) has discussed von Wright’s moral-philosophical naturalism and the 
thesis of non-autonomy in ethics in a critical tone. In written private communication, Hertzberg 
expressed a doubt that, with the thesis of non-autonomy, we may well loose what is ethical in 
ethics. While I think this is a possible line of criticism of von Wright, I think the suggestion may 
also be turned upside down: rather than annihilating what is particularly moral, von Wright’s 
perspective shows that the roots of morality extend much further than is commonly admitted 
by the philosophers who have tended to ‘compartmentalize’ morality as an autonomous realm.  
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concepts need to be studied in relation to some other notions, which are deemed 
relevant to the proper analysis of them. This broad family of ethically relevant notions, 
is, according to von Wright’s proposal, precisely the framework described in MG 1 and 
in Figure 1, above. Respectively, it is also easy to see that MG 2 is closely connected with 
von Wright’s connective concept of analysis, as the moral notions’ analysis takes the 
form of mapping these concepts within a broader field of concepts (AG 3 and, in more 
detail, Article I, Sect. 2). The idea of moral evaluation is thus to be viewed in the light of 
the forms of evaluation provided by the basic conceptual varieties of goodness (AG 1). 

MG 3. Moral Goodness (and Other Ethical Concepts) “In Search of a Meaning” 

Von Wright’s second major suggestion concerning the nature of moral concepts is that, 
besides being non-autonomous (cf. MG 2), they – or, at any rate, many of them – are 
also concepts ‘in search of a meaning’. The view may be best understood in reference 
to moral goodness and the criteria of (moral) evaluation. It has been shown in AG 4 
(above), that von Wright often discusses the criteria of the application of the word 
“good”. What is meant by ‘concepts in search of a meaning’ is also articulated in 
reference to the criteria of use. In Article II (Sect. 2.4), I suggest that, for a concept ‘in 
search of a meaning’, the criteria of the corresponding term’s application may be either 
un- or underdetermined, or vague. Or, to move to the other end of the spectrum, the 
concept may be overdetermined if there are, say, many parallel and (partly) competing (and 
possibly conflicting) sets of criteria of application. The usage may also be fluctuating 
between several alternatives or be unstable as regards its consistency.86 Von Wright 
notes that 

[p]hilosophic reflexion on the grounds for calling a thing ‘x’ is 
challenged in situations, when the grounds have not been fixed, 
when there is no settled opinion as to what the grounds are. […] 
The words and expressions, the use of which bewilder the 
philosopher, are so to speak in search of a meaning. (VoG, 5.) 

If we apply this characterisation to the case of the expression ‘morally good’ in the light 
of MG 1 and MG 2, the suggestion may be understood along the following lines: (i) 
The criteria associated with the evaluation of moral goodness hinge on the type-criteria 
characteristic of (some) basic variety of goodness, and (ii) the criteria of moral 
evaluation may be adopted from different varieties of goodness or from some other 
suitable branches of the framework of ethically relevant concepts. To give a fairly 

 
86 Von Wright’s notion is related to the notion of ‘essentially contested concepts’, introduced by 
W.B. Gallie (1956, see esp. the conditions mentioned on pp. 171–172). I do not know, however, 
if von Wright was aware of Gallie’s article at the time.  
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straightforward example, the moral worth of actions may be evaluated, e.g., in the light 
of how they reflect the agent’s character (‘virtue-ethical perspective’), in reference to 
their consequences in relation to welfare or pleasure (two ‘utilitarian perspectives’), or 
in relation to the fulfilment of some duty or moral norm (‘deontologist perspective’). 
These three perspectives to moral evaluation may be viewed as three different ‘moral 
points of view’, explicable in the framework of broadly construed ethics (MG 1): 

As we shape our standards for judging the good and bad and duty 
differently, we shape the conceptual frame of our moral judgments 
differently. It does not necessarily mean that the judgments too will 
be different, although they may be. But the grounds on which the 
judgments are based will be different, and therewith their meaning. 
Our moral ‘points of view’ will be different. (VoG, 6.) 

It is important to note that, in this passage, (i) a moral judgment is viewed as genuine 
judgment, which makes use of some standards or criteria. These criteria constitute both 
(ii) the “conceptual frame” of moral judgments and (iii) the meaning of these judgments. 
Thus, what was pointed out concerning value judgments and analysis of meaning in AG 
2–4, above, is applicable to von Wright’s account of moral judgments, too.87 The 
novelty is that, given MG 3, there are various possibilities of framing moral judgments 
and hence, of articulating ‘moral points of view’. (See Article II, Sect. 2.5.)  
Von Wright’s characterisation of some of the basic concepts of ethics as concepts 

‘in search of a meaning’ is unfortunately brief and somewhat underdetermined. 88 From 
von Wright’s brief characterisation alone, it is not clear whether there is a relevant 
difference between an ethical concept ‘in search of a meaning’ – e.g., ‘virtue’, ‘morally 
good’, etc. – and a merely vague, underdetermined or polysemous concept of 
philosophical interest is – e.g., ‘body’, ‘time’, ‘cause’, etc. It is even less clear, what this 
difference might consist in. In Article II, I suggest that there is a difference, and that it 
may be found in the practical character of moral reasoning as reasoning that provides 
reasons for action. Such reasons are needed in situations where some act is required. The 
‘search of a meaning’ is, so to say, an active search, which is to end in action. Hence, von 
Wright occasionally observes that moral goodness “craves for a definition” (VoG, 18) 
and that having standards of moral evaluation is “important to our orientation in the 
world as moral agents” (VoG, 6). 

 
87 This is no surprise since, given MG 1 and 2, the moral evaluation borrows its logic from the 
basic varieties of goodness. 
88 The earliest instance that I am presently aware of is a newspaper essay, in which von Wright 
(1957) designated immortality as a word that ‘searches for a meaning’ (“ordet ‘odödlighet’ liksom 
söker en mening”). I am indebted to Joel Backström and Thomas Wallgren for this reference.  
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Is feature MG 3 an essential feature of moral concepts? I.e., is the concept of moral 
goodness necessarily a partly open and (criterially) multifaceted concept that suggests a 
pluralism of possibilities concerning moral evaluation? – On this point, von Wright’s 
position is genuinely ambiguous. Given his insistence on the practical and action-
guiding nature of moral reasoning, von Wright’s position is surely that, in individual cases 
of moral evaluation, the conceptual framework of moral evaluation ‘graves’ to be given 
a more clear-cut articulation. When we are confronted with a morally relevant choice, 
some decision is needed, and hence some criteria for deciding are in order. But how are 
such situational articulations, to be viewed, then? – Two options seem to be open:  

Option α. The first option is to take the articulation absolutely, to be given once and for 
all. In this case, the philosopher’s task consists of two interrelated tasks: of providing 
definite boundaries for our concepts of moral evaluation, and then, of applying these 
newly shaped concepts to individual cases. Viewed from this perspective, the concepts, 
originally ‘in search of a meaning’, cease to have this feature as a result of the 
philosopher’s definitory intervention. On these lines, MG 3 turns out to be a contingent 
feature of our moral concepts. And, furthermore, the feature may be considered to have 
been a regrettable trait to begin with, since it, along with the lack of clear-cut criteria for 
moral evaluation associated with it, made moral decisions challenging. ‘Search of a 
meaning’ is an obstacle on the way to sober ethical reasoning.  

Option β. The second option is that the articulations of moral concepts are, rather, 
always to be seen as intrinsically context bound. They are given contextually for concrete 
cases, in which the subtle details of each situation may affect the final outcome of ethical 
reasoning. In this case, the philosopher’s role is to find, as it were, a contextual balance 
between several ethically relevant but potentially conflicting aspects of the situation. No 
general recipe for success is available. This approach is compatible with the idea that 
the concepts of moral evaluation are, on a general level, essentially concepts ‘in search of 
a meaning’. (See discussion in Article II, Sect. 4.) 

In The Varieties of Goodness, von Wright clearly favours the first, absolutist path (cf. MG 
4, below), which leads directly to his revisionist accounts of moral goodness, moral 
ought, and virtue in the latter sections of VoG, (Section 4, below). In his view, then, it 
is both possible and desirable to set, once and for all, more definite and clear-cut 
boundaries for the concepts of moral evaluation. I have highlighted the alternative 
option (β) because, in some later writings, von Wright was more tempted to follow the 
contextualist path. This perspective is strongly suggested in the following passage, taken 
from a late interview: 

A moral problem is always of the form ‘Is it right to do this in a 
specific, concrete situation?’ […] Such situations, like philosophical 



Lassi Jakola 

 
 

54 

problems, concern individual cases. Moral problems do not have 
an answer in the sense that it could be established what the right 
thing to do in certain circumstances is. The circumstances are fairly 
complicated, and they consist of various features, which do not 
recur in other cases. This is why a moral problem needs to be 
solved every time anew – as if it were a new problem. There simply 
is no conclusive solution. The moral problems trouble us time and 
again. (von Wright 1998, 10, my translation from Finnish.)89 

In Article II, I suggest that the contextualist path in reaction to MG 3 may turn out to 
be philosophically more promising than the absolutist and revisionist path chosen in 
VoG. I suggest that the feature, dubbed by von Wright as ‘a search of meaning’, may be 
taken to signalize that moral judgments, unlike many other judgments that make 
reference to criteria, are reflective rather than determinative judgments. Some moral 
concepts may naturally be taken to be concepts of reflection, or placeholders for 
contextual determination of their sense. These suggestions imply that, depending on 
how one interprets MG 3, two very different lines open up for developing an approach 
to ethics on the basis of MG 1, 2 and 3. 

MG 4. The Method of Conceptual Moulding (Explication) 

As was highlighted above, von Wright’s own philosophical reaction to MG 3 is to allow 
the philosopher a role as a shaper of evaluative concepts that are (originally) ‘in search 
of a meaning’. In von Wright’s view, one central task of the moral philosopher is thus 
to “mould the unmoulded meanings” and “to make fixed and sharp that which ordinary 
usage leaves loose and undetermined”. He adds that this form of conceptual inquiry 
seems to him “particularly suited for the treatment of problems in ethics”. (VoG, 5.) 
In the light of MG 1–3, it is easy to see how this task is conceived. The conceptual 

moulding of moral goodness consists in adopting a partly revisionist or selective stance 
to the criteria of use that characterize the ordinary usage of the term.90 The moulding 
takes place within the bounds set by the framework of broadly construed ethics. It may, 
for example, consist in working out a refined concept of moral goodness on the basis 
of some basic variety of goodness – say, hedonic goodness, coupled with a number of 
suitable psychological concepts, say deliberation and intention. The end result is a definition 

 
89 A similar point is expressed in the Preface to the Finnish translation of VoG (2003, 7–8): von 
Wright points out that moral goodness is “a case-by-case changing combination of several 
forms” of goodness, the combination of which “may not be defined generally but may be 
described case by case” (my translation).  
90 See Hertzberg (2005, 100), who expresses reservations concerning von Wright’s moulding 
approach in ethics.  
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of the concept, to be used in future moral evaluation. Thus, MG 1 sets the limits and 
provides the basic conceptual categories for MG 4. 
In Article I, I call this aspect of von Wright’s method, borrowing a term from Rudolf 

Carnap, an explicative conception of analysis.91 Carnap (1950, §2) characterized the method 
of explication as “the transformation of an inexact, prescientific concept, the 
explicandum, into a new exact concept, the explicatum”. Mutatis mutandis, this scheme may 
be taken to characterise von Wright’s approach. In von Wright’s work, evaluative 
concepts in search of meaning (explicanda) are transformed into more exact and 
circumstanced concepts (explicata) within the clearance provided by the original usage(s) 
and the framework of MG 1. This approach, which is, in The Varieties of Goodness, 
adopted in relation to concepts ‘in search of a meaning’ must be distinguished from the 
basic level of von Wright’s work on the conceptual varieties of goodness (AG 1). As 
has been pointed out above, the latter is predominantly a descriptive enterprise, which 
strives to make explicit the conceptual categories that are implicit in the language use 
(AG 1 and 3). This enterprise makes no claim to changing the typology of the conceptual 
varieties of goodness. The proposal of conceptual moulding, however, is markedly a 
revisionary project. It utilizes the methods of von Wright’s connective analysis of 
goodness (AG 3) but, besides reconstructing conceptual features, it also establishes them. 
For more arguments for the division between descriptive and explicative levels of 
analysis, see Article I, Jakola 2014 and Österman 2019.92 
There is a reason to believe that von Wright allocated special importance to the 

proposal of conceptual moulding in ethics. For him, it seems, the idea allowed the 
philosopher a position as a conceptual visionary of a kind: by proposing standards of moral 
evaluation, the philosopher is, as it were, in position to take an indirect normative stance 
on ethical matters. In this way, as has recently been suggested by Bernt Österman 
(2019), the proposal of conceptual moulding signalises von Wright’s attempt at making 
analytical philosophy “relevant to his life” and, thus, capable of answering questions 
that have deeper existential import. As von Wright returned to this proposal in his 
Intellectual Autobiography, he was careful to stress that the philosopher is in no position to 
mould the concepts directly, as it were, or to exercise moral authority on others (von Wright 
1989, 35). The philosopher’s work is primarily – as Wittgenstein (1980, 16e = MS 112, 
46) once remarked – “more work on oneself”, “[o]n one’s own conception”, and “[o]n 

 
91 In what follows, I shall use the terms “explication” and “moulding” as synonyms. 
92 It is somewhat unfortunate that von Wright, while implicitly committed to this distinction, 
does not stress it much. It is all too easy to take his proposal of conceptual moulding to apply to 
his study of the varieties of goodness. But this would be in contradiction with VoG, 16–17, 
quoted above in AG 2. Jonathan Harrison (1965, 176), in his review of the book, observed that 
the proposal of moulding analysis “seldom agrees with his actual procedure” – meaning here, 
surely, the overview of the basic conceptual varieties of goodness. 
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how one sees things”: it consists primarily in clarifying one’s own thought on moral 
matters. 93 Influencing others – and slowly the ways evaluative judgments are framed in 
the society at large – is something that may or may not follow:  

[The philosopher’s] task is to reflect on the conceptual standards 
used in moral censuring and social criticism. But this is likely to 
have practical implications for his life and, to the extent that his 
thoughts are influential, for the lives of others as well. In this way 
a philosopher may contribute not only to our understanding of the 
world – in the light of the clarified concepts – but also, indirectly, 
to change the world – in consequence of changed practical 
attitudes. (von Wright 1989, 51; c.f. ibid. 35, von Wright 1997, 270, 
von Wright 1999, 14; cf. Österman 2019, 6–7.) 

This dimension of von Wright’s project is briefly discussed at the end of Article IV in 
relation to Wittgenstein’s legacy. 

MG 5. There Is No (Sharp) Distinction between Metaethics and Normative Ethics 

In The Varieties of Goodness, von Wright questions the then (and now) common 
distinction between metaethics and normative ethics. His arguments are discussed in more 
detail in Article II, Sect. 3.3. Here, it suffices to show that the main tenor of the criticism 
follows naturally from MG 3 and 4 and from von Wright’s understanding of the content 
of metaethics and normative ethics.  
Let us suppose that metaethics stands for a “philosophical study of moral concepts 

and judgments”, “conceptual and logical study of morals” and a “logical study of the 
language of morals” (VoG, 3). Let us also suppose that normative ethics stands for a 
philosophical enterprise “aiming at telling what things are good and bad and what are 
our moral duties”, being a kind of “moral legislation” (VoG, 3). Now, if metaethics is 
to be sharply distinguished from normative ethics, then metaethics may not tell us what 
things are (morally) good and bad, and if normative ethics is to be sharply distinguished 
from metaethics, then the former is not to be viewed as a conceptual and logical study 
of morals. 
Let us take metaethics first. In von Wright’s view, concepts of moral duty and moral 

goodness are concepts in search of a meaning (MG 3). Given MG 4, von Wright allows 
the philosopher a role as a moulder of concepts in search of a meaning. This moulding is 
to provide clear-cut criteria of moral evaluation, i.e., grounds for our judgments 
concerning what is morally good. It follows that a part of metaethics – i.e., of conceptual 

 
93 An unintended implication of this view may be that the philosopher’s work on the “conceptual 
standards” is not viewed as something that is done together with others, in constant dialogue 
and discussion with philosophers and non-philosophers.  
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study of morals on von Wrightian lines – consists in telling what things are morally good and 
bad. Hence, metaethics is not normatively neutral. 94 The clearest statement of this view 
is formulated in a late interview from 1997:  

Wenn diese so genannte Metaethik die ethischen Begriffe, wie den 
des Guten, des Bösen, der Gerechtigkeit, etc. untersucht, um sie 
festzulegen und miteinander zu verbinden, dann gelangt sie 
dadurch auch zu ethischen Maßstäben, mit denen man die Dinge, 
die in der Welt geschehen, und zu denen man Stellung zu nehmen 
Anlaß hat, beurteilen kann. Auf diese Weise ist das, was man tut, 
wenn man diese Begriffe zusammenstellt, nicht etwas, das ethisch 
neutral ist, sondern es führt zu einer bestimmten Einstellung zu 
den ethischen Problemen. Das, was man tut, ist nicht normativ im 
Sinne einer Verkündigung, aber normativ sehr wohl in dem Sinne, 
daß man jetzt Maßstäbe hat, mit denen man das, was man selbst tut 
oder was andere tun, klassifizieren und dann als gut oder schlecht, 
besser oder empfehlenswerter, beurteilen kann. Mit anderen 
Worten, wenn man Begriffe analysiert, kommt man nicht zu der 
einen, wahren, richtigen Ansicht darüber, wie sie 
zusammenhängen, sondern diese Begriffsanalyse ist eine 
schaffende Tätigkeit und als solche hat sie nicht die Neutralität 
einer Metaethik. (von Wright 1997, 270.) 

Similarly, it is easy to show that normative ethics may not be sharply distinguished from 
metaethics. If some central concepts of moral philosophy – in particular, moral 
goodness – are concepts in search of a meaning (MG 3), and if telling what things are 
morally good and bad presupposes a conceptual intervention to these concepts (MG 3 
& 4), then conceptual investigation (in the form of conceptual moulding) is an integral 
part of normative ethics. Hence, normative ethics contains a metaethical dimension.95 
It seems that of the two conclusions of these arguments, the latter is more forcefully 

supported by von Wright’s views. If his basic insight concerning moral notions as 
concepts in search of a meaning is correct, then all normative theories of ethics contain 
a conceptual intervention. In his framework, normative theories in ethics presuppose – 

 
94 Around the same time that von Wright’s book was taking shape, Alan Gewirth (1960) 
discussed critically the maintainability of the division in his article “Meta-ethics and Normative 
Ethics”. Gewirth’s line of argument is parallel to von Wright’s but is much richer in detail. In his 
article, Gewirth questions the alleged neutrality of metaethical inquiries e.g., by showing how 
some authors, like R.M. Hare, subscribe to the idea of neutrality of metaethical inquiry but still 
proceed to present normatively loaded analysis of moral reasoning.  
95 Again, Gewirth (1960, 198) is on the same lines: he notes, referring to classical authors that 
“meta-ethical questions of meaning and method are intrinsic to the content and bases of 
normative ethical evaluations”.  
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either consciously or unconsciously – MG 4. The thesis that metaethics contains a 
normative dimension, on the other hand, hinges on the supposition that the 
metaethician accepts MG 4. If one does not, it still seems to be possible to pursue a 
“conceptual and logical study of morals” or a “logical study of the language of morals” 
on a non-interventional level – as, von Wright, in fact, does in his study of the basic 
varieties of goodness (cf. AG 1–3, above). In this case, one may simply take the concepts 
‘as they are’, with no explicative aspirations to mould them normatively. Hence, I should 
like to suggest that in von Wright’s view, metaethics is not always normatively neutral, 
while all theories of normative ethics necessarily contain a metaethical dimension.  
Besides these arguments, based on MG 3 and 4, there seems to be another – more 

discreet and deep-going – line of thought that undermines the alleged neutrality of a 
metaethical study. This line, however, is more difficult to pinpoint exactly. It has to do 
with von Wright’s naturalism (AG 5), and with some of his basic methodological ideas 
(AG 3). Von Wright suggests that the division between metaethics and normative ethics 
is an “offshoot” of the Humean sharp division between facts and values (VoG, 2). But 
if von Wright’s study of the varieties of goodness is meant to undermine the sharpness 
of this division, then the very approach may have consequences for the offshoot, too. It 
seems that, if one pursues conceptual investigations on von Wrightian lines, one quickly 
comes to realise that some natural facts simply provide grounds for our judgments of 
goodness: water and light are good for plants, and a sharp chisel is good, given that one 
is engaged in some given project in woodwork. Thus, value-tinged propositions enter 
the allegedly neutral metaethical enterprise as its material. Another point is that there is 
an important group of concepts that are simultaneously descriptive and evaluative: the 
term “murder” combines a description of an act with strong negative evaluation, and 
“generous” a description of a trait of a character with a positive evaluation.96 Such 
concepts, too, undermine the sharp distinction between facts and values. I should, 
however, hesitate to say that such lines of criticism concerning the fact-value distinction 
would immediately show that a metaethical enquiry, too, necessarily contains normative 
elements. It surely deals with normative and evaluative elements, and it may make us see 
such elements more clearly. Still, one may insist that a study of these concepts may be 
distinguished from using them in making evaluations: while the latter is intrinsically a 
normative activity, the former activity may still be normatively neutral. What these 
considerations show, however, is that the relation between normative ethics and 
metaethics is more complex than it is sometimes taken to be. It is impossible to make 

 
96 C.f. Foot 1958, 507 ff; terms of this kind are today known as ‘thick’ concepts of evaluation, 
c.f. Williams 1985. Be it noted that, in VoG, von Wright does not directly appeal to observations 
of this kind in his criticism of the fact-value distinction; see, however, WWA: Wri-Sf-034-05, p. 
I-vi-16. 
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sense of the meaning of normative statements and positions without considering 
(material) normative judgments and their various presuppositions.97 
Despite these reservations, many readers will probably find it appropriate to 

characterize most of von Wright’s work in the Varieties – be it descriptive or explicative 
– as being metaethical in kind. After all, considerations pertaining to the logic of value-
judgments, the possibility of their truth or the various opposites of “good” (cf. AG 1–
5, above) may fairly conveniently be classified under the umbrella of a broad 
characterisation of metaethics as consisting of an “attempt to understand the 
metaphysical, epistemological, semantic, and psychological, presuppositions and 
commitments of moral thought, talk, and practice” (Sayre-McCord 2012).98 Von 
Wright’s criticism is directed against the sharpness of the distinction – and partly hinges 
on his fairly loose characterizations of metaethics and normative ethics.  

MG 6. Repercussions for Moral Philosophy 

Some consequences of von Wright’s basic moral-philosophical views have already been 
pinpointed in the discussions concerning MG 1–5, above. Some further repercussions 
and possibilities are explored also in the final two sections of Article II. Hence, I provide 
here only a short summary of three points that seem most significant for me: 
 
(i) Ethical relativity and its bounds. MG 1–3, taken together, may be taken to explain some 
important features that characterise moral evaluation. First, they provide a conceptual 
explanation for the fact of ethical relativity, i.e., the fact that what is taken to be morally 
good changes in relation to historical epochs, different cultures, social settings, and even 
individuals. In short: what a moral point of view consists in, is not a historical constant.99 
Von Wright’s explanation is that moral concepts – as concepts in search of a meaning 
– may be articulated in various ways in relation to other ethically relevant concepts. This 
way, his account may also be used to explain the bounds of moral relevance, i.e., why 
considerations concerning the agent’s character, the action’s consequences, as well as 
its normative background are all intuitively dimensions that are relevant to the moral 

 
97 See, again, Gewirth (1960, 200) for similar arguments. Gewirth observes that, eventually, 
normative ethics and meta-ethics deal with same things, albeit from somewhat differing 
perspectives. In Gewirth’s view, this shows that one and the same normative ethics will not be 
compatible with different metaethical positions – pace some proponents of the sharp distinction 
(e.g., Frankena 1951, 45). More recently, Schroeder (2018) has argued that a sharp distinction 
between normative ethics and meta-ethics may be maintained only for some metaethical 
positions, whereas others cannot avoid normative commitments. 
98 I take Sayre-McCord’s characterization, given in the authoritative Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, to represent the commonly accepted contemporary view.  
99 cf. von Wright 1954, 49, discussed in Article IV, Sect. 3.2. 
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evaluation of some situation or act. By providing an overview of the possible conceptual 
ingredients that are used in framing moral judgments, von Wright also sketches the 
limits of what may significantly be recognized as a moral judgment (cf. MG 2–3). (Article 
II, section 2.5.) 

 
(ii) Potential applications and uses. The suggestions (AG 1–3) open some possibilities for 
applications that combine theoretical insights with empirical and practical applications. 
If the framework of MG 1 is meant to characterize various possible ways of 
understanding moral positions, it may turn out to be useful (α) in making sense of actual 
moral conflicts, (β) in understanding different ways of perceiving moral matters, and – 
hopefully – (γ) in opening possibilities for dialogical exchange between various parties. 
In short: the framework may be used as a hermeneutical device for many purposes. (Article 
II, Section 3.1.) 
 
(iii) The status of normative moral theories. As pointed out in AG 6, von Wright’s suggestions 
put theories of normative ethics in a new light: rather than revealing the ‘hidden essence’ 
of morality (what ‘moral goodness’ really is), theories such at utilitarianism, virtue ethics 
and ethics of duty, may all be viewed as explicative accounts of our concepts of moral 
evaluation. Still, such normative theories may be used as clarificatory devices by means 
of which it is possible, e.g., to explicate and articulate ethically puzzling situations (cf. 
Kuusela 2019). Hence, von Wright’s suggestions imply significant changes to the moral 
philosophers’ self-understanding. (Article II, section 3.2.) 

3.2. Summary 

In this section, I have presented and discussed von Wright’s philosophical proposals 
that pertain to the conceptual nature of some moral concepts, to their relation to von 
Wright’s axiology, and to the philosophical approach suggested for analyzing them. The 
observations on MG 3 and 4, above, imply that MG 4 – the proposal of conceptual 
moulding – may be viewed as a pivot, around which von Wright’s analyses of ethical 
concepts, undertaken in the second half of VoG (Chs. VI–X) hinge. The acceptance of 
MG 4 also acts as a kind of watershed between what I, under MG 3, called the 
contextual and absolutist paths to analyzing ethical concepts ‘in search of a meaning’. 
As far as I see, both approaches are compatible with MG 1–3 and with von Wright’s 
basic axiological ideas and methods. If MG 4 is accepted, it is possible to pursue normative 
moral philosophy in a fashion familiar from the history of philosophical ethics and from 
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standard philosophical textbooks.100 This normative project is only to be openly seen as 
a revisionist program, as implied by MG 3. If MG 4 is rejected, MG 1–3 may still be used 
to develop approaches to moral philosophy. But these approaches will be more 
contextually oriented. In them, the stress may be put, say, on the reflective character of 
some moral concepts, on the notion of phronesis, and on the situatedness of all moral 
reasoning. (See Article II, Sect. 4. for elaboration.) Since, however, this is not the path 
chosen by von Wright in The Varieties of Goodness, I shall not pursue this line of argument 
further in this Introduction. Von Wright openly endorses MG 4. Hence, we shall now turn 
to von Wright’s moral philosophy proper, i.e., his explicative analyses of some central ethical 
concepts. 
 

  

 
100 It is, e.g., possible to formulate normative theories, in which one type of concept, say the notion 
of moral duty, is taken as the most fundamental one, whereas others, like virtues and happiness, 
are seen as either subordinate or (morally) irrelevant. And different theories may be presented 
as alternatives from which a philosopher is invited to choose her favourite option.  
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4. Moral Philosophy Proper: Conceptual Explications 

Let us return to von Wright’s statement, given in the Preface to The Varieties of Goodness, 
which concerns the book’s relation to philosophical ethics: 

[S]omeone may get the impression that this is a treatise on ethics. 
It is not. […] But I think that it contains the germ of an ethics, that 
a moral philosophy may become extracted from it. This philosophy 
will hardly strike one as novel in its main features. What may be to 
some extent new is the approach to ethics through a study of the 
varieties of goodness. (VoG, vi.) 

The preceding two sections enable us to understand what is at stake in this passage and 
how the views expressed in it are mutually related. The “new approach to ethics” von 
Wright had in mind is the ‘Broad Approach to Ethics’ (MG 1), which, in the Varieties, 
takes the characteristic form of pursuing philosophical ethics on the basis of a general 
study of the varieties of goodness (AG 1–2). Because of this generality, the book is not 
primarily a treatise in ethics: its contents extend beyond the realms of traditional moral 
philosophy, and some varieties of goodness discussed in it are not necessarily relevant 
to philosophical ethics. On the other hand, the thesis that (some) moral concepts are 
non-autonomous concepts ‘in search of a meaning’ (MG 2–3) implies that a study of 
the conceptual varieties of goodness will eventually turn out to be necessary for any 
philosophical ethics.  
At the end of the previous section, I pointed out that von Wright’s basic ideas and 

proposals open at least two different paths to philosophical ethics. In this sense, the 
book contains not only “the germ of an ethics”, but, rather, several germs of ethics. The 
path which von Wright chose to pursue in the latter half of VoG is based on the 
acceptance of MG 4, i.e., that the philosopher is invited to ‘mould’ or ‘explicate’ our 
evaluative concepts. Hence, the germ of ethics, which von Wright most probably had in 
mind in the above passage is to be found from the series of positive accounts of ethical 
concepts that are discussed in Chapters VI–X of the Varieties. These explicative 
accounts make up what I call von Wright’s ‘moral philosophy proper’.101  
In this section, I shall show, by means of a series of examples, how von Wright 

aspired to explicate the concepts of ‘moral goodness’, ‘virtue’, ‘moral norms’, ‘duty’, and 
‘moral duty’ in relation to the basic conceptual varieties of goodness. The form of 
presentation will be slightly different from the previous sections. In providing 

 
101 In VoG, these ‘germs’ are not developed into a fine-grained normative ethical theory – hence 
von Wright’s proposal that they make up no ‘moral philosophy’, but only material out of which 
a moral philosophy may, on further reflection, “become extracted from”. 



The Philosophy of The Varieties of Goodness (1963) 

 
 

63 

reconstructions of von Wright’s analyses, I am less interested in pinpointing von 
Wright’s basic ideas than in understanding the strategies and clarificatory models that 
are applied in explicating ethical concepts. In my presentation, I follow roughly the same 
order in which the explications are provided in Chapters V–X of VoG. 
I hope that the examples given in this section will also show that the proper way to 

understand von Wright as a moral philosopher is to relate his normative views to the 
Grundgedanken discussed in the previous two sections. As von Wright warned his readers, 
his ethical views may not “strike one as” particularly “novel” in themselves. What may 
make them interesting is that they are formulated as a part of a more comprehensive 
philosophical project. And if we are not clear about von Wright’s basic ideas, we may 
also misunderstand the nature of the proposals that are given in Chapters VI–X of VoG. 
In particular, it is important to remember that many of von Wright’s proposals are 
presented as explications (mouldings) of concepts. And explications will have to be 
criticized as explications, and not, say, as attempts at real-definitions or at true descriptions 
of linguistic usage. Unlike a real-definition Cd of a concept C, a proposed explication Ce 
of a concept C may not be abandoned simply on the ground that Ce does not account 
for everything that falls under the concept C, or that it does not do full justice to our 
pre-philosophical understanding of C. An explication’s criterion of success, if not 
unrelated to the criterion of success of a definition, admits much more flexibility than 
that of a definition. The criterion of a one-to-one correspondence is thus replaced with 
other marks characteristic of a good explication. In order to be successful, the 
explication Ce has to be relatively similar, i.e., at least partly overlapping with C. It has to 
be philosophically relevant to our understanding of C. And one may also investigate the 
explication’s success by investigating how fruitful, how simple, or how exact the explication 
is.102 Some of these ‘marks’ of a good explication will be utilized in the following 
sections in evaluating von Wright’s accounts.  

4.1. The Good of Man (Human Welfare) 

‘The good of a being’ is one of von Wright’s basic conceptual varieties of goodness (cf. 
AG 1, above). An important sub-form of this variety is ‘the good of man’ – a good that 
is had, or enjoyed, by human subjects.103 The latter notion, to which Ch. V is devoted 
to, von Wright observes, “is the central notion” of his “whole inquiry” (VoG, 86).  

 
102 See Carnap 1950, §3 for these general requirements for explication’s success; Carnap’s relation 
to von Wright is discussed in Article I, section 2.3.2.  
103 I feel tempted to add “qua human subjects”, in order to differentiate between other goods 
that are enjoyed or had by human beings, such as pleasures (hedonic goodness) or tools 
(instrumental goodness). I refrain from succumbing to this temptation, since unlike Aristotle, 
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Article III contains a scholarly and critical analysis of von Wright’s account of ‘the 
good of man’ and of his procedure of answering the question what the good of man 
consists in.104 In the article, I show that the centrality of the notion is based on the 
(normative) idea that the good of man should be adopted as the central concept for 
moral evaluation (Article III, Sect. 2). I also relate the account of the good of man to 
the generic variety of ‘the good of a being’ (ibid., Sect. 3), discussed earlier in the book 
(VoG, Ch. III.6 and III.12). Finally, I identify a philosophically significant tension in 
von Wright’s account. Much of the following paragraphs is based on the contents of 
Article III. 
The term ‘the good of man’ – formulated in analogy with the name of the basic 

variety ‘the good of a being’ – may sound somewhat festive, outdated or even 
defamatory in the modern reader’s ears.105 A reader should, however, not put too much 
stress on the term itself. Indeed, most of von Wright’s discussion consists in an analysis 
of what he takes to be the three main candidates for ‘the good of man’: (human) well-
being, (human) welfare, and (human) happiness. Of these three candidates, von Wright 
picks up the notion of ‘welfare’ as the best one and treats “welfare” and “the good of 
man” as synonyms. 
In Ch. V, von Wright introduces two models of analysing welfare: a (preliminary) 

two-level model of welfare, and another, official model, which is based on an idea of a 
preferential choice. The two-level model is introduced in reference to the two other 
‘candidates’ of human welfare, i.e., well-being and happiness. Welfare, according to this 
model, consists of the basic level of human well-being and of the positive level of human 
happiness or flourishing. The basic level of well-being is modelled as a privative concept 
in analogy with the privative concept of health: as health may be taken to consists in the 
absence of illness, well-being consists in the lack of harm and suffering. Positively 
speaking, it consists in the fulfilment of basic (and necessary) human needs and wants, 
the lack of which implies human suffering or an inability to live and function normally. 
The level of well-being sets the minimum requirements for human prospering and the 
scene for pursuits and activities of more advanced kind. The level of human happiness 
or flourishing, on the other hand, comprises of the pursuit of higher goals and ends. 
Unlike the privative basic level, this level is to be described positively. It allows for 
subjective variation according to preferences of individual human beings. In this 

 
von Wright does not put much weight on the idea that the good of man could be characterized 
in terms of what things are good for human beings as members of a biological kind. It seems, 
rather, than in von Wright’s analysis, the good of man may have constituents of very 
heterogenous kinds – depending on what a deliberating subject happens to want for herself.  
104 Earlier Schwartz (1989), Baier (1989), Frankena (1989) and Österman (2016) have also 
discussed von Wright’s analysis of ‘the good of man’ critically. 
105 In a later context, von Wright admitted that the term was ‘solemn’ (von Wright 1989, 35). 
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context, von Wright refers to happiness as the “consummation, or crown or flower” of 
welfare (VoG, 88). According to this model, then, the two levels, privative and positive, 
taken together, make up welfare, or the good of man. 
This two-level account, however, stands partly at odds with what von Wright has to 

say about welfare and its constituents in the latter sections of the same chapter. His 
‘official doctrine’ of human welfare is articulated by means of an idealized scenario of 
(rational) preferential choice.106 This model – or “logical fiction”, as von Wright calls it 
– is meant to illuminate how a deliberating subject could in principle decide what things 
are good for (or beneficial for) her, i.e., what things make up her welfare. To evaluate what 
my welfare consist in, is, in von Wright’s view, to evaluate what kind of things I would 
choose, if I were endowed with full knowledge of my choice’s causal prerequisites and 
consequences. The causal prerequisites and consequences consist of things that are 
needed for some state of affair to be realized in our world, and of the things that follow 
from it being realized: 

Assume that X is something, which is not already in our world 
(life), i.e., is something which we do not already possess or which 
has not already happened or which we have not already done. 
Would we then want X to become introduced into our world (life), 
considering also the causal prerequisites of getting (doing) and the 
consequences of having got (done) X? (VoG, 107.) 

In von Wright’s terminology, if we prefer to have X together with its causal prerequisites 
and consequences C, “X+C, or the complex whole of the coming into being of X, is a 
positive constituent of our good (welfare). Of the thing X itself we say that it is good for us 
or beneficial ” (ibid.). If, in turn, we prefer not having X along with its causal prerequisites 
and consequences C, “we say that X+C is a negative constituent of our good” and of X 
that “it is bad for us or harmful”. It is also possible that X+C is indifferent: in this case 
X+C is neither a positive or negative constituent of our good, nor is X beneficial or 
harmful for us. (VoG, 107–108.) 
This scenario of a preferential choice is an augmented variant of the method used in 

elucidating the notion of ‘wanted in itself’, introduced earlier in the same chapter, and 
presented under AG 6, above. The difference is that the augmented model contains a 
reference to the (perfect) knowledge of causal prerequisites and consequences C, which 
are associated with some thing X. (This X, the point of reference of the evaluation, is 
called by von Wright the ‘nucleus’ of the causal whole X+C.) By means of this 
augmentation, the model illuminates not only whether some X is ‘wanted in itself’, taken 

 
106 On von Wright’s model of rationality in VoG and in some contemporary and later writings, 
see Österman (2016).  
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in abstraction, but also how we may determine the ‘price’ we have to ‘pay’ for getting 
X:  

When a certain causal whole is a positive constituent of our good 
and its nucleus is a thing, which is wanted in itself, then we say that 
this thing or good is worth its price. When, however, the whole is 
a negative constituent of our good, although its nucleus is a thing, 
which is wanted in itself, then we say that this thing or good is not 
worth its price.107 (VoG, 108.) 

Besides elucidating the idea of ‘price’ of some good, the scenario is also meant to shed 
light on the contrast between a real and an apparent good. The contrast is, according to 
von Wright, captured by the contrast between our actual (and limited) and potential 
(and perfect) knowledge concerning the causal prerequisites and consequences: 

Any judgment to the effect that something is good or bad for a 
man is based on such knowledge on the relevant causal connexions 
which the judging subject happens to possess. Since this knowledge 
may be imperfect, the judgment which he actually passes may be 
different from the judgment which he would pass, if he had perfect 
knowledge of the causal connections. When there is this 
discrepancy between the actual and the potential judgment, we shall 
say that a man’s apparent good is being mistaken for his real good.108 
(VoG, 109.) 

It is important to spell out the ontological and epistemological consequences of this 
approach. Von Wright’s contrast between the real and the apparent good does not, in 

 
107 It is easy to think examples for this scenario. I may find owning a wooden boat a thing which 
is ‘wanted in itself’, when considered in abstraction, but still think that the financial, temporal 
and spiritual sacrifices required for getting the boat and keeping it in sailable condition are too 
big. I suppose this pattern of reasoning may be generalized from possessions to any states of 
affairs or values, too, which are relevant to our welfare. I may find the complete disarmament of 
my country a thing ‘wanted in itself’, when considered in abstraction, but still think that the 
consequences of this disarmament may be too risky as long as we live in a world where force 
politics and opportunism dominate. In both cases, the nucleus X is a wanted thing, but the 
complex X+C is thought to be a negative constituent of my welfare. 
108 Again, it is easy to think of examples. Since the idea of perfect causal knowledge is always 
hypothetical, the scenario is best approached through a case of learning and regretting. At time 
t, I may think that owning a wooden sailing boat, together with what I know of its causal prerequisites 
and consequences, is a positive constituent of my welfare. But having been at t ignorant of the 
amount of work it takes to keep the boat in sailable condition, I later, at t2 come to revise my 
opinion and think that ‘the good’ of owning a wooden boat was, after all, not worth its price. 
Had I known these facts already at t, I would have, already back then, thought otherwise. Given 
the lack of knowledge at t, I mistook an apparent good as a real good.  
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his framework, run parallel with the contrast between being good for on objectivist and 
being good for on subjectivist grounds, but between two different senses of being good for 
in the subjectivist sense. The contrast is not between what is objectively good for me – 
irrespective of my desires and preferences – and what I subjectively find good for me, 
but between what I would, in an ideal and contrafactual situation, judge as being good for 
me, and what I, in an actual situation, judge as being good for me. In the light of von 
Wright’s model, each individual human being remains the final judge concerning what her 
welfare – or her real good – consists in. 
In short, then: In the ‘official doctrine’ of VoG, ‘the good of man’ is identified with 

human welfare; human welfare is analysed in terms of what human welfare consists in; 
and what human welfare consists in is elucidated by means of an idealised scenario of a 
rational preferential choice. The central function of the ‘logical fiction’ of an idealized 
preferential choice is to make sense of what we mean we talk about what is good for us. 
Like von Wright’s notion of ‘wanted/unwanted in itself’, his account of human welfare, 
too, is pronouncedly subjectivist in spirit. I shall return to some presuppositions of this 
model of analysis in Section 4.5, below. 
It seems to me that the subjectivist stress von Wright gives to the notion of human 

welfare in The Varieties is unfortunate.109 It stands in an uncomfortable tension with the 
two-level model of welfare, also suggested in VoG, and described above. As we have 
seen, in his official doctrine, von Wright strives to reduce considerations of what is good 
for us to considerations what we (would) prefer, desire and shun as rational agents. 
Hence, this theory of welfare represents a desire-satisfaction theory of welfare.110 But 
this subjectivist analysis, if meant as an analysis of welfare tout court, seems to downplay 
the ‘objective’ features characteristic of the basic side of welfare, i.e., of what von Wright 
calls well-being. This basic level comprises the necessary and natural basic needs – the 
“minimum requirements” of welfare. It seems that considerations of what is good for 
some being N, when undertaken on this basic level, may be carried out either in 
complete or in relative independence from considerations of N’s preferences and wants. 
First, many beings that have a good and that may meaningfully be said to fare well, do 

 
109 There are many reasonable ways of criticising von Wright’s subjectivist notion of human 
welfare. The position was criticised both by Thomas Schwartz (1989) and Kurt Baier (1989) in 
their contributions to von Wright’s Schilpp -volume. And as I show in Article III, von Wright 
later abandoned the position.  
110 Keller (2009, 84) has divided theories of welfare into three categories: mental state theories that 
identify welfare with some subjective experiences, desire theories that do so in reference to us 
getting what we want (possibly under ideal conditions), and objective list theories that stress lists 
of objectively specifiable goods. Clearly, von Wright’s view in VoG represents a theory of the 
second category, and his position moves towards the third in the late 1970s. The first option, I 
suppose, he would rather connect with the variety of hedonic goodness, and possibly with the 
notion of happiness. Adopting a hybrid-model seems a promising option to me.  
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not even have the capabilities of wanting or desiring. As Richard Kraut (2007, 10) has 
suggested, we “should remind ourselves that nourishment is good for plants as well, 
though they have no desires”, adding that “we should not be surprized to find that it 
holds true of human beings as well” (2007, 10; compare §22).111 Like plants and animals 
of other species, human beings, too, need some nutrition to stay alive. If we accept that 
this is so independently of human desires and preferences, it seems that von Wright’s 
account fails to do enough justice to this side of welfare.112 
Von Wright’s mistake, then, was to extend the idealized scenario of a preferential 

choice to cover everything that falls under ‘human welfare’, when its legitimate realm is 
limited to welfare’s higher parts, which admit of subjective variation. Given how we 
factually use the phrase ‘good for’, and what von Wright proposes elsewhere in The 
Varieties, this was an unwarranted move.113 The two-level model, sketched in the book, 
seems to contain all the basic elements needed for developing an account of welfare 
that acknowledges that considerations of human welfare comprise both objectivistic 
and subjectivistic dimensions. As I show in Section 7. of Article III, von Wright later – 
in the 1970s and 1980s – changed his mind on this issue and moved towards a more 
objectivist conception of human welfare.114 

 
111 There are illuminating parallels between Kraut’s and von Wright’s approaches. Both take 
’good for’ as a central concept for ethics. The biggest difference is that while von Wright, in 
1963, adhered to a preference-based conception of what is good for us, Kraut develops a more 
realist and objectivist line of thought. Later, in 1986, however, von Wright observed that to make 
judgments of the human good “is not unlike judging whether a plant is thriving […] only far 
more complicated”. (See von Wright 1986a, 67, discussed and quoted in Österman (2016, 87).  
112 In past decades, a lot of illuminating work has been done on this special ‘variety’ of goodness, 
“good-for” as applied to living beings. Besides Kraut (2007), Philippa Foot (2001), stressed the 
concept of ‘natural goodness’, which, she thought, is a special category of goodness applicable 
to living beings. She, in turn, builds significantly on Michael Thompson’s work, now available in 
Thompson (2008). 
113 It was so, I should like to suggest, even if the proposal is understood as an explication – and 
not as an attempt at fleshing out what is commonly understood under “welfare”. As an 
explication, too, the account seems to be too narrow. It is, however, unclear in which of the two 
ways the account is meant. The narrowness of the account may imply that it is revisionist, but I 
am not sure whether it is meant to be so. Von Wright does not point out that “welfare” is a 
concept in search of a meaning, nor does he speak about his procedure as ‘moulding’ a concept 
of welfare. As the analysis concerns a sub-form of one of the basic varieties of goodness, the 
analysis may well have been meant to flesh out what is essential in our ordinary understanding 
of “welfare”. 
114 This change of mind is also discussed in Österman (2016). It seems that the change took 
place in the late 1970s – it is evident in von Wright 1980, 1982 and 1986, but not yet clearly 
visible in von Wright’s replies to his critics, published in 1989 (but written already in the mid-
1970s).  
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4.2. Moral Goodness as an Attribute of Acts and Intentions 

As we have seen, von Wright considers the concept of ‘moral goodness’ as a non-
autonomous concept in search of a meaning, which calls for philosophical moulding in 
terms of conceptual explication (MG 2–4). In his view, what is understood under ‘moral 
goodness’, is to be spelled out in terms of the other varieties of goodness. In Chapter 
VI of VoG, von Wright finally delivers what he has promised, and proceeds to provide 
two explications of the phrase “morally good” (and its opposite “morally bad”).  
The context of von Wright’s two definitory proposals is the discussion concerning 

goodness and action. ‘Good’ as an attribute of acts, von Wright observes, has no special 
conceptual form of goodness associated with it, but it may partake in many forms. “A 
good throw” may be said of an act-individual resulting from technical goodness in the 
javelin. “A good way of studying” may be said of some generic way of taking notes of 
a text-book, memorising its contents, etc: as a ‘way’ of studying is here used as a kind 
of tool for the purpose of learning, this use may be viewed as an instance of von 
Wright’s instrumental goodness. But an act can also be good as means to some end – and 
thus be evaluated in the light of its utilitarian goodness. (E.g., selling bric-a-brac is a means 
to increase one’s capital, and writing at least four pages per day a means to finishing 
one’s dissertation.) If the end of a utilitarian evaluation is the good of some being N (N’s 
welfare), and if the act promotes (harms) this good, then, in von Wright’s terminology, 
the act is beneficial (harmful) to N. It is precisely in evaluations of this kind, von Wright 
proposes, where we should anchor the notion of moral goodness. In his view, “[h]uman 
acts are perhaps the most important category of things, which are judged good or bad 
‘in a moral sense’ or ‘from a moral point of view’” (VoG, 119); and, he proposes, to 
judge whether “an act is morally good or bad depends upon its character of being 
beneficial or harmful, i.e., depends upon the way in which it affects the good of various 
beings” (ibid.).  
This informal proposal expresses von Wright’s moral-philosophical main insight, or 

conceptual intuition:115 observations of moral value are observations of welfare. Most of the latter 
half of Chapter VI may be viewed as an attempt to develop this intuition further. This 
is done by presenting and discussing two explications for the use of the phrase ‘morally 
good’. The first explication concerns the term’s use as an attribute of acts (Ch. VI., Sect. 
7), the second as an attribute of intentions (Ch. VI, Sect.10).  
 
 
 

 
115 Compare von Wright (1989, 49), where he endorses the idea of philosophy as “explication of 
conceptual intuitions”. 



Lassi Jakola 

 
 

70 

 
MORAL GOODNESS 1: ACTS 

an act is morally good, if and only if it does good to at least one 
being and does not do bad (harm) to any being; and 

an act is morally bad, if and only if it does bad (harm) to at least 
one being. (VoG, 121.) 

 
MORAL GOODNESS 2: INTENTION IN ACTING 

the intention in acting is morally good, if and only if, good for 
somebody is intended for its own sake and harm is not foreseen to 
follow for anybody from the act, and 

the intention in acting is morally bad, if and only if, harm is foreseen 
to follow for somebody from the act. (VoG, 128.) 

It should be stressed that both explications are put forward as “suggestions” and 
“proposals for defining” moral goodness and badness. I shall not problematize the 
explications in this context at length. It suffices to say that von Wright finds problems 
in both of them. In fact, the problems identified in the first explication (VoG, 122–123) 
prepare the ground for the second. Still, the second is not meant to replace the first one 
for good – while von Wright does think that the latter is somehow prior to the first, he 
thinks that making a distinction between the (moral) goodness of acts and intentions 
can be useful (VoG, 129–130). The differentiation allows that some act A may be 
morally bad, while the intention behind A may still have been morally good, and vice 
versa. In my below remarks on the explications, I focus especially on how the account 
fits into the larger picture of von Wright’s philosophical project. 

(i) The main subject category for ‘moral goodness’ are acts and intentions. Hence, 
moral goodness is primarily associated with the value of actions and their motivational 
background. 

(ii) The explication is undertaken in reference to two ‘basic’ varieties of goodness: 
‘the good of a being’ (i.e., ‘welfare’) and ‘beneficial’, a sub-form of utilitarian goodness. 
This is in line with the basic thought that moral goodness is logically a secondary form 
of goodness (MG 2).  

(iii) The second explication brings in the concept of intention, which is listed in von 
Wright’s list of ethically relevant psychologico-anthropological concepts (cf. MG 1, 
Figure 1). This illustrates that this account of moral goodness makes use of both 
axiological and psychological ingredients.  
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(iv) Both explications stress the importance of the act’s actual (intended) consequences 
as the criterion of the act’s (intention’s) moral value. This brings in a causal perspective. 
The proposal is in line with the idea that one form of goodness that is utilized in the 
account is utilitarian goodness, the type-criterion of which is constituted by the value of 
the consequences of the thing under evaluation (cf. Article I, Appendix, 9C). In this 
sense, von Wright’s position may be characterized as a form of utilitarianism. But a 
peculiarity of the von Wrightian form of utilitarianism is that it denies absolutely that 
good consequences could justify harming any being’s welfare – any act (intention) that 
causes (is foreseen to cause) harm to some being is deemed as morally bad (compare 
VoG, 156).116 In von Wright’s view, causing harm is morally excusable only in cases 
where the harm is absolutely unavoidable (VoG, 130–131).117 The explications suggest a 
highly demanding picture of morality.  

(v) Since, conceptually speaking, the truth of judgments of moral goodness is 
evaluated in relation to how acts (are intended to) promote, protect or harm the welfare 
of beings, the truth of these judgments will partly depend on what view is taken of 
welfare, and of what welfare consists in. According to von Wright’s own analysis 
(discussed in the preceding sub-section), welfare is ultimately a subjectivist notion. This 
means that, given von Wright’s analysis of welfare, we need to take into account the 
other beings’ views on what their welfare ultimately consists in as we deliberate our 
actions’ moral relevance. 

(vi) Despite (v), von Wright’s definitory proposal of moral goodness, spelled out in 
relation to welfare, is compatible with different accounts of what welfare is. The 
definition of moral goodness, taken in abstraction, does not imply a definite 
understanding of welfare. 

(vii) It is puzzling that, in the first proposal, von Wright talks about ‘the good of a 
being’ in general, and not of sub-form ‘the good of man’. (“Somebody” of the second 
proposal is ambiguous.) But human beings are not the only species of living beings. If 
we take von Wright’s formulation at face value, the consequence is that, in evaluating 
the moral worth of our acts, we should take into account the good of all beings that 
have a good. This interpretation reinforces the level of demandingness of the suggested 
idea of morality, as it extends the scope of morally relevant welfare-subjects well beyond 

 
116 Hertzberg (2005, 93–95), stressing this point, argues that von Wright is not a utilitarian. Earlier, 
Holland (1980) took von Wright as a represent a utilitarian perspective.  
117 An example is given of a situation, where X may save either Y or Z, but not both. The rule 
of minimizing harm seems to have been important for von Wright, as he argues that that 
excusing harm “is a form of arguing that ‘the end justifies the means’”, which he takes to be “the 
very prototype of immoral argument” (VoG, 131).  
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the community of human beings.118 While this line of interpretation is surely worth a 
serious thought, I think it is fairly clear from the context that von Wright had, as he was 
formulating his explication, primarily the anthropocentric notion of ‘the good of man’ 
in mind. It remains, however, an open question why he used the term with the broader 
scope.119 

(viii) The explications are clearly not meant to capture how we factually use the 
phrase ‘morally good’ in language, but are to be viewed as explications, or instances of 
moulding analysis (cf. MG 4). It is easy to show that this follows from von Wright’s 
Grundgedanken. The use of “if and only if” in giving a real definition of a concept is 
possible only if it is possible to give uncontroversial necessary and sufficient conditions 
for what it takes to fall under this concept. The concept has to be sharply bounded. But, 
as we have seen, in von Wright’s view, moral goodness is not a sharply bounded concept, 
but a concept in search of a meaning, with multifaceted criteria of use. “If and only if” 
may have a foothold in the sphere of moral goodness only if the definition is stipulative 
rather than a real definition. Hence, both definitions are to be viewed as instances of 
conceptual moulding. In von Wright’s case, this moulding takes the form of specifying 
more explicit criteria for the use of the term “morally good”. By appealing to some 
conceptual possibilities inherent in our evaluative discourse, the explications raise the 
utilitarian criterion – formulated in reference to welfare – as the defining criterion of 
moral worth. The proposal is, then, von Wright’s own attempt at fixing the conceptual 
content of moral goodness.120 

(ix) It follows that if this criterion of ‘morally good’ – spelled out in terms of the 
equivalence connective ‘if and only if’ – is accepted, no considerations of virtues, rules, 
or duties are necessary in establishing whether some act or an intention is morally good. 

On the basis of the above remarks, von Wright’s explication(s) of moral goodness may 
now be incorporated into Figure 1, depicting the general framework of ethically relevant 

 
118 E.g., eating meat is definitely morally bad, since killing living creatures surely harms their 
welfare. Similarly, cutting down trees where birds have their nests is also morally bad. And 
perhaps cutting down a tree is morally bad, too – if plants are viewed as subjects that have a 
specific good of their own. 
119 This ‘slip of a tongue’ may be symptomatic of the fact that von Wright tended to view ‘the 
human good’ as the only relevant kind of ‘the good of a being’. Animals do not play any significant 
role in von Wright’s ethics, as discussed in VoG.  
120 An alternative – and conflicting intuition – is expressed, e.g., in Kant’s words in Grundlegung 
zur Metaphysik der Sitten, as he writes that “eine Handlung aus Pflicht hat ihren moralischen Wert 
nicht in der Absicht, welche dadurch erreicht werden soll, sondern in der Maxime, nach der sie 
beschlossen wird, hängt also nicht von der Wirklichkeit des Gegenstandes der Handlung ab, sondern 
bloß von dem Prinzip des Wollens, nach welchem die Handlung […] gesehen ist“. (Kant 1956, 
26).  
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concepts, by highlighting the concepts that are used in the explication(s), and by 
indicating the main conceptual ‘ingredients’ of the analysis by means of red arrows: 

 
Figure 2: Von Wright’s explication of moral goodness 

4.3. Virtues  

At the very end of Chapter VI, which contains the two explications of moral goodness, 
von Wright also discusses shortly “good” as an attribute of a human being. In this 
context, he remarks that, besides some uncontroversial instrumental and technical 
attributions, sometimes the “phrase ‘a good man’ is used […] with a moral tinge”, or in 
“so-called moral meaning” (VoG, 134). In such cases, he argues, the use is related to 
“the notions of doing good and of having good intentions” (cf. previous sub-section), 
but also to the notion of benevolence. Benevolence, in turn, is a concept that refers to 
human character. Traits of character like benevolence are, in turn, also called virtues. 
Thus, von Wright’s remarks on ‘a good human being’ naturally pave the way for the 
discussion of virtues in Chapter VII. Given von Wright’s broad approach to ethics (MG 
1), it is not surprising that he devotes a separate chapter to this concept, which had not 
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been much discussed in the anglophone moral philosophy in the decades preceding von 
Wright’s book.121 
The chapter on virtue is another good example of von Wright’s explicative or 

moulding approach to ethical concepts. At the beginning of the chapter – after noting 
that virtue has been an unfortunately neglected topic in the 20th century moral 
philosophy – von Wright observes that the word ‘virtue’ does not stand for “one sharply 
bounded concept” and that the word has “an unstable usage”. These observations imply 
that von Wright took ‘virtue’ to be a concept in search of a meaning (cf. MG 3). 
Lamenting the “unsatisfactory state of the subject”, he openly declares an intention to 
mould or to give a shape “to a concept of a virtue”. (cf. MG 4) This concept, he points 
out, is not meant to cover everything that is “commonly and naturally called a virtue”; 
still “some of the most obvious and uncontroversial examples of virtues do fall under 
it”. (VoG, 138.)  
Von Wright’s account of virtues has been criticized for certain narrowness. Philippa 

Foot (1965 and 1989), for example, reacted to von Wright’s explicative approach to the 
notion, and regretted that it departs “without good reason” (1965, 242) from the 
classical accounts of Aristotle or Aquinas.122 I shall not enter these debates. Like in my 
notes on ‘moral goodness’, I focus on the role von Wright’s account of virtue plays in 
his broader philosophical project. 
Unlike Aristotle, von Wright wishes to demarcate virtues strictly from the variety of 

goodness he calls technical goodness. Unlike technical goodness, virtues, von Wright 
observes, are not associated with any specific from of action. Virtues are not excellences 
in being good at some activity. A good carpenter is good at woodworking, a good guitarist 
is good at playing guitar, but a benevolent human is not good at ‘benevolenting’ or a 
brave human good in ‘braving’ (VoG, 139). Another difference to Aristotle is that von 
Wright is mainly interested in the so-called moral virtues, not in intellectual virtues. And 
unlike Aristotle, he does not count justice as virtue (justice is seen as a principle; see sub-
Section 4.5, below). Despite these differences, von Wright acknowledges Aristotle’s 
observations that virtues are (acquired) traits of character that are concerned with 
choices (VoG, 144–5). This leads to the following fine observation that connects virtues 
with act-individuals and with contextually specified situations of choice:  

[T]he path of virtue is never laid out in advance. It is for the man of virtue 
to determine where it goes in the particular case. […] The choice 

 
121 Anscombe’s (1958) is often acknowledged as an early analytical classic of virtue-ethics. 
Recently, von Wright’s book’s significance has been noted by some authors. See Solomon (2018) 
and Haldane (2019). 
122 A similar criticism is found in Hämäläinen 2014.  
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connected with a virtue could also be termed a choice of the right 
course of action. (VoG, 145.) 

Virtues, then, are traits of character that aid the agent in making a (morally) right choice 
in some specific situation. But not all choice-situations, von Wright observes, are 
situations where virtues play a role. The “characteristic of a choice-situation”, which 
makes virtues relevant is when the choice affects or is expected to affect the good of some 
being. This observation is illustrated with an everyday example that mentions the (self-
regarding) virtue of temperance and the (other-regarding) virtue of consideration: 

To have another helping of a delicious dish is tempting, but may 
cause indigestion. Here temperance is needed for choosing rightly. 
Or, if I provide myself with a third helping, some other person at 
the table may be deprived of the possibility of having a second 
helping. Then consideration is required. (VoG, 146.) 

The example prepares the ground for the next move where von Wright specifies that 
virtues aid choices by helping us to master the passions that may contend with our 
“rational insight into good and evil” (VoG, 147):  

Action in accordance with virtue may thus be said to be the 
outcome of a contest between ‘reason’ and ‘passion’. If we raise the 
question: What has the man of virtue learnt? […] the general form 
of the answer is: He has learned to conquer the obscuring effects 
of passion upon his judgments of good and evil, i.e., of the 
beneficial and the harmful, in the situations where he is acting. 
(VoG, 147.) 

The common trait of virtues is, then, that they are forms of self-control, understood as 
capabilities of not letting passions disturb one’s rational judgments in situations of 
choice (VoG, 149). The different virtues are, in turn, connected with different kinds of 
passions: courage with mastering fear, temperance with mastering the lust for pleasure, 
etc.123 
We may now conveniently relate von Wright’s explication of the concept of virtue 

to what has been said in Sections 4.1 and 4.2, above. What von Wright is up to in the 
chapter on Virtues, is to give the concept of (moral) virtue a definite role in the 
conceptual web of ethical concepts that he is moulding. This is done by relating virtues 
to situations of choice that affect the good of some being – that is, to choices, which 
are relevant to the moral evaluation of actions and intentions in von Wright’s sense. 
Virtues play the role of facilitating us in making right choices by helping us to overcome 

 
123 Compare von Wright’s own summary of his position in the VoG in von Wright (1989, 791). 
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passions, the distorting effects of which might otherwise cause harm to some beings. 
In other words, virtues, as defined by von Wright, help us to avoid morally bad actions 
and formulating morally bad intentions. Virtues, von Wright notes, primarily “protect 
us from harm” rather than supplying us positively with some good (VoG, 151). Hence, 
in von Wright’s framework, virtues have an instrumental role in the service of the good 
of man. To view virtues as ends, von Wright notes, would be mistaken.124 

4.4. Moral Norms – Technical Norms? 

The Varieties of Goodness does not contain an extended treatment of moral norms. On the 
basis of what is said in VoG alone, it is difficult to pinpoint von Wright’s exact views 
on the subject. This is surprising, given that the normative dimension makes up, 
according to von Wright’s later report, an essential part of morality. “The moral life of 
man”, von Wright observed in 1989,  

consists in the fact that men, living in a society, accept certain rules 
of conduct such as, for example, that one must not lie, that 
promises ought to be kept, that one must not appropriate for 
oneself what belongs to one’s neigbour, and so forth. […] If this is 
a correct […] characterization of the way morality functions in a 
society, then […] the activity of prescribing moral conduct is 
essential to morality. (von Wright 1989, 795.) 

Moral norms form a paradigmatic example of prescriptions regulating moral conduct. 
Thus – and given von Wright’s broad approach to ethics – the analysis of moral norms 
should turn out to form an important part of his moral-philosophical endeavor.  
The absence of a separate discussion of moral norms in VoG may partly be explained 

by the fact that the normative aspects of legislation and morals are discussed in VoG’s 
sister volume, Norm and Action. Indeed, the first chapter of N&A contains an overview 
of different kinds of norms and a preliminary discussion of moral norms. These 
discussions provide the philosophical background for understanding how von Wright 
related normative aspects of morality to his goodness-centered project in The Varieties. 
In Chapter I of N&A, von Wright distinguishes six kinds of norms. These fall into 

three major groups of rules, prescriptions (or regulations), and technical norms (or directives). 
Between them, von Wright identifies three minor groups of customs, ideal rules, and moral 
norms (or principles). Each minor group has conceptual affinities with several of the three 
main groups:  

 
124 In a nearly preaching tone, he proclaims that the “pride of possessing virtues is stupid conceit 
and exhibitionism in them a counterfeit of the good life” (VoG, 151). 
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(I) Rules determine and regulate activities by stating what is correct, permitted or 
obligatory in some activity, e.g., in a board game or in grammar. One may distinguish 
between constitutive rules that determine or define a game itself from rules that are 
strategic and formulate good ways of playing the game. (N&A, 6–7.)  

(II) Prescriptions or regulations are given by someone (a ‘norm-authority’) to somebody 
(a ‘norm-subject’) in order to make the latter adopt a certain conduct. Sanctions or 
punishments may be attached to prescriptions. (N&A, 7–8.)  

(III) Directives or technical norms are concerned with the means of attaining some end. 
A conditional sentence “If you want to make the house habitable, you ought to heat it” 
is a technical norm, as it states an end and the necessary means of attaining the end. 
(N&A, 9–10.)  

(iv) Customs are forms of social habits, or patterns of behaviour that show some 
variation in relation to a culture or a social group in question. They have affinities with 
rules as they concern the ways “people greet each other, eat, dress, get married, bury 
their dead, etc.” And like prescriptions, customs are normative as they “exert a 
normative pressure” on the members of the community. Unlike prescriptions, however, 
they are rarely explicitly issued by some authority. (N&A, 8–9.)  

(v) Ideal rules are concerned with being rather than doing: they set the paradigm for, 
or define, what it is to be a good so-and-so. In this sense, they are akin to constitutive 
rules of a game. But an ideal is also related to a pursuit of an end. Hence there are 
similarities with technical norms, too. (N&A, 13–15)125 

(vi) Moral norms and principles are discussed in N&A, 11–13. Von Wright begins by 
observing that it is not easy to give uncontroversial examples of moral norms – the 
norms “Promises ought to be kept”, “Children ought to honour their parents”, “One 
must not punish the innocent” and “One should love one’s neighbour as oneself” are 
given as examples. The upshot of the discussion is to show that moral norms are 
logically heterogenous. Like the two other minor groups, von Wright argues, moral 
norms have conceptual relations to rules, prescriptions, and technical norms. The 
(moral) norm “Promises ought to be kept” has affinities with constitutive rules of a game, 

 
125 In VoG, there is an overlapping but shorter classification of norms into three main groups. 
Instead of groups of norms, von Wright speaks of “three aspects” of prescriptions, and calls 
them commands, norms as rules and practical necessities. (VoG, 157.) The division is only partially 
parallel with the one given in N&A, since, while practical necessities correspond neatly to group 
III of N&A, norms as rules seem to fall into both groups I and II, and commands, though 
related to group II, have no clear parallel in N&A. This discrepancy may be explained by von 
Wright’s more narrow focus, in the VoG, on norms understood as “prescriptions for human 
action” (ibid.). 
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as this principle expresses a logical feature of the institution of giving and keeping 
promises. Some other moral norms, on the other hand, are akin to technical norms, as they 
may be viewed as means to ends like happiness or welfare. (“One ought to help friends 
in difficulties” could serve as an example.) But it is also possible to view moral norms 
as prescriptions that are given by some moral authority – be it a secular legislative authority 
(morality expressed in laws), a divine authority (e.g., Ten Commandments), or 
autonomously legislative reason (Kant’s deontological position). Besides being 
connected to the three main groups of norms, moral norms have affinities with the two 
minor groups of customs and ideal norms, too: some moral norms – e.g., those related 
to sexual behaviour – are akin to customs, while normative ideals – e.g., examples of 
virtuous persons – also play the role of moral ideals that “set the pattern of a good man” 
(N&A, 15). Ideal rules, von Wright notes, are closely connected with the concept of 
goodness. Von Wright summarizes the results of his dense overview as follows:  

The peculiarity of moral norms, as I see them, is not that they form 
an autonomous group of their own; it is rather that they have 
complicated logical affinities to the other main types of norm and 
to the value-notions of good and evil. To understand the nature of 
moral norms is therefore not to discover some unique feature in 
them; it is to survey their complex relationships to a number of other 
things. (N&A, 13).  

It is fair to say that N&A does not provide a more positive answer than this on the 
nature of moral norms – N&A is, after all, mostly a formal treatise on prescriptions. 
But what strikes me as particularly interesting is that what is said on moral norms in 
N&A corresponds in many ways to von Wright’s Grundgedanken concerning ‘moral 
goodness’ in VoG. In parallel with the view of ‘moral goodness’ as a non-autonomous 
form of goodness (MG 2), ‘moral norms’ do not constitute a unique or autonomous 
class of norms. And if von Wright suggests that ‘moral goodness’ must be investigated 
as part of a more comprehensive conceptual framework (MG 1), ‘moral norms’, too, 
are to be surveyed in relation to other kinds of norms and value concepts. The 
preliminary analysis of moral norms is, thus, parallel to von Wright’s account of the 
conceptual nature of moral goodness in at least these two respects. A more difficult 
question is whether the account given in N&A also implies that ‘moral norm’ is – in 
parallel to ‘moral goodness’ – a concept in search of a meaning (MG 3). This 
terminology is not used in N&A. But it seems that this is what von Wright proposes: 
First, in VoG, von Wright implies that many concepts in ethics share this feature. 
Furthermore, in the concluding Section 10 of Ch.I of N&A, von Wright returns to 
moral norms:  
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On the nature of moral principles126 there has been much 
controversy and disagreement. Some philosophers regard them as 
a kind of prescription – say, as the commands or laws of God to 
men. Others regard them as some sort of technical norm or 
directive of how to secure ends of a particular nature. Irrespective 
of which view one accepts as basically true, one cannot deny that 
moral principles have important relations to both prescriptions and 
technical norms. (N&A, 16.) 

Here von Wright observes that the very notion of ‘moral norm’ is a disputed concept, 
as there is “controversy and disagreement” concerning its nature. His proposal seems 
to be that there are many possibilities of giving an account of moral norms, depending 
on what type of ‘basic’ norms one stresses. If this is what is meant, then von Wright 
essentially takes ‘moral norm’ to be a concept ‘in search of a meaning’. And, given his 
preference to conceptual moulding (MG 4) of such concepts, we might expect that he 
will provide an explication of this concept.  
As was pointed out above, VoG does not, however, contain a positive account of 

moral norms. Some clues of such an account are provided in Chapter VII, bearing the 
title “‘Good’ and ‘Must’”. In that Chapter, von Wright raises the question whether 
axiological or normative concepts are to be taken logically prior. Focusing on the pattern 
of practical reasoning, he argues for a position that value-concepts are prior to norms. Since 
von Wright’s focus in this chapter is narrow – it concerns mainly the pattern of practical 
inference typical of norms in the sense of technical norms – the values-first conclusion 
may not be generalized to apply all over the board to all norms.127 Since, again, moral 
norms are not mentioned, we may only speculate whether von Wright wishes to 
subjugate moral norms to moral goodness, and whether he wishes to apply this 
procedure to all kinds of moral norms, or for some kinds of moral norms only. 
However, von Wright later returned to the topic of moral norms in his reply to 

William Frankena’s article (1989), which raised similar questions on the nature of moral 
norms that I have formulated above (see ibid., 282–284). Addressing the question why 
moral norms are not, in his view, autonomous, von Wright elaborates:  

 
126 There is some fluctuation between von Wright’s use of the expressions ’moral norm’ and 
’moral principle’ in N&A. Context shows, I think, that ‘moral principles’ is used here in roughly 
the same sense as ‘moral norm’ was used earlier in Ch. I.  
127 In VoG, 176–177 von Wright notes as a conclusion that autonomous technical norms, the 
structure of which may be spelled out in the form of a practical syllogism, are “intrinsically value-
directed”. In Sections 8 and 9 von Wright examines the applicability of the idea to heteronomous 
technical norms and to commands. Eventually, the large question concerning the relations of 
norms and values is left open, as von Wright notes that the discussion has been “very far from 
exhaustive” (ibid., 177).  
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The immediate reason is connected with my teleological view of 
morality. Morality serves an end. Therefore moral norms are not 
norms sui generis, but a species of ‘technical’ norms. They aim at 
regulating conduct which is thought practically necessary for the 
attainment of the moral goal. The more remote reason for not 
regarding moral norms as being sui generis has to do with the nature 
of the end towards which moral norms are supposed to direct us. 
(von Wright 1989, 795.) 

This end, to which moral norms are to be related, is the notion of ‘the good of man’:  

To evaluate an action morally is to evaluate the way in which it 
affects, or is intended to affect, the good of human beings. This is 
why I say that moral value is not autonomous, but dependant upon 
the value concept of the good of man. This last is the pivotal 
axiological idea round which a secular ethics revolves. (ibid.) 

If we accept this explanation of the nature of moral norms, then the idea is roughly the 
following: Like the notions of ‘moral goodness’ and ‘virtue’, that of ‘moral norm’, too, 
is to be explicated in a way that relates moral norms to the central value-concept of the 
good of man. In the light of this explication, moral norms are to be viewed as technical 
norms that are related as means to an end. This end is the protection or promotion of 
(human) welfare. Thus, moral norms are logically secondary to moral goodness, and 
moral goodness is logically secondary to the good of man. Moral norms are, one could 
say, doubly non-autonomous. This, at any rate, seems to be implied by von Wright’s 
statement of his position some 10 years after the publication of VoG.128 
It is regrettable that von Wright, as far as I know, never provided a more detailed 

account, with examples, of how moral norms are to be analyzed as technical norms. It 
also remains unclear how this proposal is related to the more heuristic one, provided in 
Norm and Action, that stresses the logical heterogeneity of moral norms. Clearly, the two 
proposals are incompatible, if they are taken to answer the same question. On the basis 
of the above observations, however, the proposals do not seem to be answers to the 
same question. The characterization given in N&A is an answer to the question how 
the term ‘moral norm’ is factually used in language: it classifies what we, intuitively, are 
prepared to call ‘moral norms’, charts possibilities, and clears ground for a more detailed 
philosophical explication. It is an account of ‘moral norm’ in search of a meaning. The 
later account, on the other hand, answers the question how we should employ the term 
‘moral norm’. The answer is an instance of von Wright’s conceptual moulding. In this 
sense, the answers are compatible, and there is no fatal contradiction between them.  

 
128 As has been pointed out above in note 1, though published in 1989, the critical articles and 
von Wright’s answers were mostly written in the mid 1970s. 
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Still, it seems that von Wright owes us an answer to the first question, i.e., how moral 
norms are to be viewed as technical norms. As was noted above, one criterion of success 
for an explication of a concept is that the explication must be relevant, or similar enough 
with the concept that is explicated.129 The explicated concept has to be applicable to 
most cases, or at least to the most paradigmatic cases that are taken to be instances of 
the non-explicated concept. If an explication of ‘moral norm’ applies only to very few 
cases of what we take to be undisputed cases of moral norms, there is something wrong 
with the explication. The appeal to the explication’s relevance thus gives us a criterion 
to evaluate the success of von Wright’s proposal. Let us suppose that von Wright’s own 
examples of moral norms, given in N&A, are paradigmatic cases of moral norms. 
Hence, the explication, in order to be relevant enough, has to apply to them. The 
examples (quoted above) are “Promises ought to be kept”, “Children ought to honour 
their parents”, “One must not punish the innocent” and “One should love one’s 
neighbour as oneself”. – Is it possible to argue that these norms are technical norms? 
Let us investigate the issue by having a look at what von Wright has to say about the 
peculiarities of technical norms.  
In von Wright’s view, technical norms are characterized by the structure that 

mentions an end and enumerates means that are necessary to attain the end. The basic 
pattern or “standard formulation” of technical norms are “conditional sentences, in 
whose antecedent there is mention of some wanted thing, and in whose consequent 
there is mention of something that must (has to, ought to) or must not be done” (N&A, 
10, cf. VoG, 160). 
Now, it seems that, prima facie, none of the four examples have this structure. None 

of them refers to a wanted end. Rather, they are all formulated as ‘absolute’ 
prescriptions, with no mention of a condition-setting antecedent clause. – So, either von 
Wright made a trivial mistake, or his proposal has to be amended. Since I do not think 
that he would have made a mistake this trivial, let us see whether we may reasonably 
amend the proposal. It seems that this can be done by distinguishing between the logical 
type (or ‘deep-grammar’) of the norm and the grammatical appearance (of ‘surface-
grammar’) of the norm-expression. A norm may represent a certain logical type and still 
have the grammatical appearance typical of some other logical type. With this 
distinction, it is possible to escape the accusation of having committed a trivial mistake 
by proposing that moral norms, even if they represent the logical type of technical norms, 
do not necessarily have the surface appearance of a technical norm.130 To show that a given 

 
129 See note 102, above. 
130 In VoG, 157, von Wright distinguishes between types of norms and their “linguistic 
counterparts”, i.e., three “main ways of formulating norms in language”. Furthermore, he noted 
that these correspondences are “no means rigorously maintained in ordinary language”. Thus, 
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norm-expression A represents the logical type β despite the fact that A has the 
grammatical appearance typical of the logical type α, one has to show that A may be 
paraphrased with a norm-expression AB that exhibits more clearly the logical type β.  
This amendment provides us with a method for investigating whether von Wright’s 

examples of moral norms, may, after all, be interpreted as technical norms. We noticed 
that von Wright’s four examples have the grammatical form of prescriptions. Technical 
norms, on the other hand, are conditional clauses, where the consequent is a prescriptive 
sentence. The examples may be interpreted as technical norms ‘in disguise’, if we 
suppose that the norm-expressions mention only the consequent-part of the conditional 
clause whereas the antecedent part, containing the reference to some wanted thing, is 
omitted or quietly presupposed. To view moral norms as technical norms (in the 
amended sense) is to claim that for all expressions of moral norms, we must be able to 
provide a teleological grounding by referring to some (wanted) welfare-value. This is 
done by providing an antecedent clause for the normative sentence so that the 
normative sentence becomes, either directly or mediately, a condition for attaining (or 
protecting) some welfare-value. Von Wright’s examples could, then, be viewed as cases 
of technical norms along the following lines:131 

“Promises ought to be kept” : If we want to safeguard human welfare, we need the 
institution of giving and keeping promises; the institution of giving and keeping 
promises may be upheld only if promises are kept. Hence, if we want to safeguard 
human welfare, promises ought to be kept. 

“Children ought to honour their parents” : If we want to safeguard human welfare, 
children need proper moral education. Moral education is possible only if children have 
moral authorities that are honoured. For children, relevant moral authorities are 
typically their parents. Hence, if we want to safeguard human welfare, children ought 
to honour their parents. 

“One must not punish the innocent” : If we want to safeguard human welfare, we must 
respect human autonomy and dignity. Human autonomy and dignity are respected 
only there, where only justified punishments are given. To punish innocent is a 

 
von Wright directly acknowledges the distinction made in the above passage. Cf. also von Wright 
(1989, 795). The division of norms, in relation to which von Wright introduces the distinction, 
is not exactly the same that was introduced in N&A, see note 125, above. 
131 Here, I do not follow von Wright’s distinction between autonomous (roughly: formulated as an 
inference in 1st person) and heteronomous (roughly: formulated as an inference in 2nd or 3rd person) 
technical norms (cf. VoG, 171) but formulate the arguments neutrally in 1st person plural. The 
reader should bear in mind that the ‘mediating premises’ provided here are meant as hypothetical 
examples for the sake of clarifying how, in principle, the examples may be rephrased as technical 
norms.  
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paradigm of unjust punishment. Hence, if we want to safeguard human welfare, we 
must not punish the innocent. 

(“One should love one’s neighbour as oneself” : this is a formulation of the 
‘Golden Rule’, which von Wright associates with the principle of justice: 
see Section 4.6, below.) 

My proposal is that von Wright’s somewhat underdeveloped proposal that ‘moral 
norms’ are to be viewed as a species of technical norms is to be interpreted along these 
lines. On this reading, his explication may be shown to be relevant enough to include 
at least the most typical examples of moral norms. If this is the right way to interpret 
the proposal, then von Wright’s explication also provides a tool for evaluating the validity 
and grounds of moral norms, as it invites us to examine how an alleged moral norm is 
relevant to considerations of welfare. If it turns out to be impossible to work out a 
plausible connection between a norm and the protection (or promotion) of welfare, the 
norm is not a (well-founded) moral norm.132 It may turn out to be an unfounded 
prescription only, or an arbitrary rule of conduct. In some cases, such ‘alleged moral 
norms’ may even turn out to be immoral, i.e., harmful for our welfare. Hence, von Wright’s 
explication promises to provide logical means of criticizing norms that are taken to be 
moral norms in a society. It is most regrettable that von Wright did not elaborate on 
this interesting point in more depth. 
An important consequence of von Wright’s explication is, then, that all moral norms 

are welfare-founded technical norms. If we adopt this view, it follows that there are no moral 
norms that are valid ‘in themselves’, or ‘autonomously’. This view is in line with von 
Wright’s rejection of the sui-generis nature of morals. But it seems, it also conflicts with 
the intuitions of many notable philosophers. It implies that, for all moral norms, we 
may find a meaningful justification. But is this really so? Could one not argue that some 
uncontroversial moral norms have their fundament in themselves, or that there are 
norms for which no further foundation may be given? Are not at least some moral norms 
like “One must not torture the innocent” or “One must not slaughter children” valid in 
themselves? Do they not express something like our very basic normative certainties?133 

 
132 Actually, the implication I stronger – such a norm is not a moral norm at all, only an alleged 
moral norm.  
133 Such observations could be given, e.g., by a philosopher with intuitionist tendencies in 
reference to norms or obligations, like H. A. Prichard (e.g., 1912), or someone approaching 
morals from a Kantian point of view. But they could also be motivated by the non-theoretical 
observation that some (not all) moral norms strike us as more certain than any reasons that could 
possibly be given in their support. Basic moral certainties in the latter sense have recently been 
discussed from late-late-Wittgensteinian (i.e., the Wittgenstein of On Certainty) angle, see e.g., 
Hermann 2015.  
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Would an attempt to ground such norms in considerations of welfare not amount to 
setting the cart in front of the horse? At any rate, such grounding arguments are hardly 
given or needed in everyday discourse. And even if we could provide such grounding, 
the grounding would hardly make us commit to the norm by appealing to reasons that 
are more convincing than the norm itself. Someone might even retort that demanding 
such grounding is morally perversive as it suggest an instrumental view of the most 
basic normative convictions. We apply to reasons there, where there is room for doubt. 
But it seems that we do not doubt the validity of norms like “One must not torture the 
innocent”; to say that we might reasonably do so, is – in itself – a morally questionable 
move. This observation shows that some moral norms may actually play a role akin to 
constitutive rules that define the sphere of morality. To paraphrase moral norms of this 
kind as technical norms is a logical mistake that distorts our conception of morality.  
It seems to me that this kind of criticism expresses a serious objection to von 

Wright’s explicative analysis of moral norms, as I have reconstructed it. His suggestion 
that all moral norms are ‘technical norms’ may turn out to provide too simplifying an 
account of the ways normative statements function as a part of our moral discourse. 
When faced with criticism of this kind, it seems that von Wright could either stick to 
his thesis – as a ‘moulder’ of concepts he does, after all, aim at changing the way we see 
moral issues –, or succumb to the criticism and reply e.g., by distinguishing between 
moral norms and moral principles, the former of which may always be founded on 
considerations of welfare, the latter not.134 I do not wish to explore these lines of 
argument further in this work. Personally, I incline to think that we have to acknowledge 
more conceptual heterogeneity in the field of moral norms than von Wright’s explicative 
account suggests. But to think so is, actually, to think with von Wright against von 
Wright. The former von Wright is the von Wright of N&A’s heuristic passage on 
‘moral norms’, the latter is von Wright as a moulder of concepts. 

4.5. Duties 

As was noted, above, moral norms are not discussed separately in VoG. Another 
possible explanation for this lack of attention is that von Wright’s account of duties, 
given in Chapters IX–X of the Varieties, has affinities with the approach to moral norms 
that was introduced in the previous section. In parallel to moral norms interpreted as 
welfare-grounded technical norms, von Wright articulates duties as obligations that are 
based on technical norms that, in turn, are grounded in observations of welfare. 

 
134 It seems that von Wright does not carefully distinguish between moral norms and principles 
in his work; see note 126, above. 
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Interpreted in this way, one could suggest that duties are obligations to action that are 
imposed to us by moral norms. Duties, so to say, are what moral norms prescribe, when 
viewed from the perspective of the dutybound agent. I do not know whether von 
Wright thought on these lines. Clearly, however, von Wright did not think that moral 
duties correspond to moral norms in the sense that all duties that are grounded on 
considerations of welfare would, ipso facto, also be moral duties. Rather, von Wright 
distinguished moral duties from duties in a more general sense. The main lines of von 
Wright’s general notion of duties will be discussed in this section, whereas moral duties 
will be discussed separately in Section 4.6, below. 
Like the explications discussed in the previous sections, von Wright’s philosophical 

account of the concept of duty, as provided in VoG, Ch. IX, consists of a moulding of 
the concept of duty in reference to the central notion of human welfare. Von Wright’s 
formulations imply that, like many other central evaluative and normative notions, he 
took ‘duty’ to be a concept in search of a meaning. Hence, it calls for philosophical 
explication: 

The term ‘duty’ is used with a multitude of meanings in ordinary 
language. Here it is used as a technical term. Not everything which 
is called a ‘duty’, is duty in our sense. Legal duties, e.g., need not be. 
[…] But I think it is true to say that everything that is a duty in our 
sense, i.e., is a practical necessity with a view to (promoting or 
respecting) the good of some being, is in common speech quite 
naturally called a duty. Therefore, our use of ‘duty’ as technical term 
is in good agreement with one of the uses of this word in ordinary 
language. (VoG, 178.) 

The approach adopted by von Wright in his conceptual explication of duties is mostly 
taxonomical. The discussion extends via excursions to many directions: several technical 
terms and a wealth of conceptual distinctions are introduced, and the discussion touches 
upon many pertinent topics and thorny questions familiar from the history of ethics.135 
In what follows, I shall only sketch the main lines of this discussion by presenting von 
Wright’s fourfold taxonomy of duties.  
Each type of duty may be characterized by means of a practical inference, which 

connects the duty to do or to forbear an act p with two premises, the first of which 

 
135 In Chapter IX, von Wright discusses the possibility of deliberating about ultimate ends (VoG, 
180–181); the thesis of psychological egoism and the possibility of altruism (VoG, 184–185); the 
conditions where commanding makes sense (VoG, 191–); and the thought experiment of agents 
‘in the state of nature’ (VoG, 193–196).  
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mentions the good of some being as an end, and the second of which enumerates 
(necessary) means at attaining this end.136 The general pattern runs as follows:  

X wants to promote or respect the good of Y for its own sake. 
Unless X does (forbears) p, she will not be promoting or respecting 

the good of Y. 
Therefore: X must do (forbear) p. [read: X has the duty to p.] 

Von Wrightian duties are, then, viewed as necessitations of the will to do something for 
the sake of promoting or protecting the good of some being (the being’s welfare) (VoG, 
179). Furthermore, it is important that the end mentioned in the first premise has to be 
an ultimate end: the good of Y needs to be respected or promoted for its own sake.137 If it 
is not so respected, the obligation to p is a practical necessity, but not a duty in von 
Wright’s sense.  
Von Wright presents a fourfold division of duties. This division is based on 

combining two independent distinctions. The first is the distinction between self-regarding 
and other-regarding duties. A duty is self-regarding, when the good, which the act p serves, 
is the agent’s own welfare. When a duty is other-regarding, the served good is the welfare 
of some other being. (VoG, 178). (In other words, the distinction concerns the question 
whether X is identical with Y in the above argument pattern.) The second distinction 
concerns the origin of the duty: A duty is autonomous when it is prescribed by the duty-
bound agent himself, and heteronomous when the duty is imposed by some other agent 
(VoG, 179). These two divisions yield the following four logical types of duties: 
 

(i) Autonomous self-regarding duties (VoG, 179–181). These duties concern the agent’s own 
welfare and are imposed by the agent himself. The reasoning pattern that imposes a 
duty of this kind runs as follows:138  

X wants to promote or respect139 her own good for its own sake. 

 
136 In other words, von Wright’s duties form a sub-category of technical norms, as described in 
the previous section. 
137 Compare von Wright’s explication of morally good acts in Section 4.2, above. The idea of 
welfare as an end in itself has some affinities with the second formulation of Kant’s categorical 
imperative.  
138 Patterns for (i) and (iv) are not given in VoG, but I have formulated them in analogy to cases 
(ii) and (iii).  
139 Four different forms of action in relation to respecting or promoting some good are possible. 
Duties may take the form of (i) forebearing acts that are harmful to Y, (ii) actively doing acts that 
protect Y i.e., inhibit harm to Y, (iii) actively doing acts that promote Y’s welfare or (iv) (actively) 
forsaking acts in order to promote Y’s welfare. The first two are two forms of respecting the good 
by doings and omissions, the two latter forms of promoting it by doings and omissions. (Cf. VoG, 
182.) 
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Unless X does (forbears) p, she will not be promoting or respecting 
her good. 

Therefore: X must do (forbear) p. 

The examples of duties of this kind may involve equally self-protective duties 
(prohibitions) and self-promotive duties (prescriptions). E.g., I may impose myself a 
prohibition of eating some unsuitable sorts of food, or may impose myself the positive 
duty of listening to some music every day. Von Wright suggests that all duties of this 
kind are based on the idea of self-care, which is the “foundation and source of all 
autonomous self-regarding duties”. (VoG, 181.)  
 

(ii) Autonomous other-regarding duties (VoG, 182–186). These duties concern the welfare of 
some other subject than the agent, but are imposed by the agent himself. The reasoning 
pattern behind this form of duty looks as follows: 

X wants to promote or respect the good of Y for its own sake. 
Unless X does (forbears) p, she will not be promoting or respecting 

the good of Y. 
Therefore: X must do (forbear) p. 

Von Wright notes that other-regarding duties have “a peculiar connexion with 
morality” and that they are felt to be “the moral duties par excellance”. He also notes that 
autonomous other-regarding duties are based on what we call “love in a broad sense of 
the word”. (VoG, 182.) As such, autonomous other-regarding duties presuppose the 
possibility of genuinely altruistic motives. In response to the challenge of psychological 
egoism, which denies this possibility, von Wright suggests, with some caution, that action 
inspired by “affection, friendship, and love is just as typical of human nature as action 
in spirit of self-interest” (VoG, 186). 
 

(iii) Heteronomous self-regarding duties (VoG, 186–190). These duties concern the welfare of 
the agent but are imposed by some authority external to the agent. The reasoning 
pattern characteristic of a duty of this kind may be spelled out as follows:  

X wants the good of Y to become promoted (respected) for its own 
sake. 

Unless Y does (forbears) p, her good will not be promoted (respected). 
Therefore: X must make Y do (forbear) p. 
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If X succeeds in making Y do p, then X has imposed a heteronomous self-regarding 
duty to Y.140 In ordinary language, von Wright notes, we speak of moralizing: If 
moralizing is understood as “advising and recommending to other people things in the 
name of their good”, attempts at imposing heteronomous self-regarding duties may be 
considered a form of moralizing activity. (VoG, 187–188.) 
The sphere of legitimacy of these duties is limited. Von Wright observes that they 

typically play a role in the relationship between parents and their children, or teachers 
and their pupils.141 More generally, we may say that duties of this kind are relevant to 
people who have not reached moral maturity, i.e., who do not possess proper 
understanding of their own good or about the means of attaining it without getting 
some aid from others. Hence, von Wright observes, part of the justification of a duty 
of this kind consists in the justification that X (‘moral-authority’) has “a better insight 
into the requirements of the welfare” of the duty-bound norm-subject Y (VoG, 188). 
Given that von Wright accepts subjectivism concerning the contents of human welfare, 
and, in general, tends to think that attempts at exercising moral authority on others leads 
to what he calls ‘moral tyranny’, he makes many qualifications concerning the conditions 
where imposing duties of this kind are legitimate (see VoG, 188–190). In line with his 
subjectivism, he suggests that in education as well as in other moralizing activities, the 
final “criterion of the present superior wisdom of the teacher is set by the future verdict” 
of the norm-subject (VoG, 190). 
 

(iv) Heteronomous other-regarding duties (VoG, 190–196). If the duties of the agent X 
concern the welfare of some other agent and are also imposed by some authority 
external to the agent X, the duty is a heteronomous other-regarding duty. The reasoning 
pattern is as follows: 

X wants the good of Y to become promoted (respected) for its own sake. 
Unless Z does (forbears) p, the good of Y will not be promoted 

(respected). 
Therefore: X must make Z do (forbear) p. 

 
140 There seem to be a myriad of ways to accomplish this – somewhat regrettably, von Wright 
focuses mainly on the paradigmatic case where X commands Y to do p. This stress has some 
unfortunate repercussions, as von Wright, later in the book, seems to stick to this paradigm. 
Hence, the question becomes, essentially, the question who has the power, or authority, to 
impose such duties on others.  
141 Hence, von Wright introduces the term ’moral education’ and ‘moral authority’, which apply 
to educational situations. One could say that, when undertaken as part of moral education, the 
central role of imposing heteronomous self-regarding duties to children is, eventually, to make 
the children impose the same duties to themselves in the form of autonomous self-regarding 
duties.  
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If X succeeds in making Z do p, then X has imposed a heteronomous other-
regarding duty to Z.142 It is possible to distinguish two forms: in the first, X and Z are 
the same person, in the second X and Z are different persons. Under the first form, we 
may classify impositions of self-protective duties, e.g., prohibitions of doing things that 
are harmful for X143 or prescriptions that protect X144. Under the second case we may, 
for example, classify many rules of professional ethics, and, more generally, 
institutionalized laws in as far as the laws are welfare-relevant. Von Wright focuses 
primarily on the former form. He notes that the second “seems to be a case of rather 
subordinate interest” (VoG, 190). The upshot of this proposal, it seems, is that the 
second form may, by philosophical analysis, be shown to be a special case of the first 
form. 
I have to admit that I find this observation extremely puzzling. Are not 

heteronomous other-regarding duties in the latter sense not only extremely common, 
but also highly relevant in our moral lives? – For example, the basic rules of medical 
ethics may conveniently be taken to impose such duties to medical professionals. Take 
the ‘four principles’ of medical ethics: respect for the patient’s autonomy, non-maleficence 
and beneficence in relation to the patient health, and justice in the distribution of 
resources.145 These principles, it seems, all impose welfare-grounded duties to medical 
professionals qua medical professionals. Such principles have surely characterized the 
practice of medical care for ages.146As such, they are intrinsically connected with the 
professional identity of people engaged in these practices – their normative force flows 
from the fact that these human beings are doctors, nurses, midwifes, etc. And insofar 
the principles are codified as rules, they are established by some norm-authority that is 
different both from the duty-subjects and from the subjects, whose welfare is concerned. 
Even though it is highly likely that the patients should like to impose the very same 
duties to their doctors, too, this fact does not uncontroversially make the duties special 
cases of the first form of heteronomous other-regarding duties, where the norm-
authority and the welfare-subject are identical. Hence, duties of this kind do not seem 
to be only “of subordinate interest”. On the contrary, they constitute examples par 
excellance of duties that are based on institutionalized moral norms. In our ordinary moral 
lives, duties of this kind play a remarkable role.  

 
142 See note 140, above. 
143 Example: I wish that others do not enter my apartment and randomly carry away the contents 
of my refrigerator. 
144 Example: Having fallen into water, I may, for example, exhort someone to save me from 
drowning. 
145 Given in Beauchamp and Childress (2001). 
146 As commonly accepted and followed implicit norms of a practice, they would fall in the group 
of customs in von Wright’s typology of norms in N&A, described in Section 4.4, above.  
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* * * 
 

Before moving on to ‘moral duty’ and ‘justice’, I should like to highlight a feature 
characteristic of von Wright’s explication of duty, which I find problematic. This feature 
is connected with the puzzling neglect of the second form of heteronomous other-
regarding duties, and with the indirect suggestion that they may be shown to be 
subordinate to the first form. It seems that von Wright’s neglect is symptomatic of a 
methodical conviction, or presupposition, that is never quite explicitly spelled out in The 
Varieties, but which still influences the discussion throughout the book. This could be 
called the presupposition of methodological individualism.147 By this I mean that von Wright 
pursues his explicative analyses as far as possible without introducing any social structures, 
institutionalized norms, or collective intentions of any kind.148 Above, we have already 
encountered this tendency in von Wright’s subjectivist account of human welfare, which 
was articulated in terms of a counterfactual preferential choice of a rational human 
individual. In Chapter IX, the same trait surfaces again in the analysis of duties. Von 
Wright’s technical concept of duty, as I have described it above, is spelled out in 
reference to welfare-protecting wishes (wants, intentions) of individual agents, which 
are then (in the case of heteronomous duties) ‘imposed’ (e.g., by commanding) to other 
agents. The very existence of duties, von Wright’s account suggests, is dependent on 
individual agents’ wishes and intentions. Philippa Foot, in her early review of VoG, has 
excellently identified this weakness in von Wright’s account:  

A man has only to care enough about the good of another to make 
the most fantastic act of altruism an autonomous duty in von 
Wright’s sense, but, his ardor once cooled, the duty will fade away. 
Thus, an indifferent parent may have no autonomous duty to look 
after his children, that duty belonging to a tenderhearted stranger 
for as long as his benevolence persists. (Foot 1965, 243.) 

 
147 Joseph Heath (2020), in his entry to Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, defines ‘methodological 
individualism’ as a view that “social phenomena must be explained by showing how they result 
from individual actions, which in turn must be explained through reference to the intentional 
states that motivate the individual actors”. The notion, according to Heath, originates from the 
work of Max Weber. It is primarily at home in social sciences, especially economics. Some 
reservations about its philosophical use are formulated in Section 4.6, below.  
148 I should like to stress “as far as possible” here: the social dimensions are not absent from 
VoG, and von Wright admits that morality is essentially a social matter. But still, in the he final 
sections of Chapter IX, the conditions of imposing duties are investigated in reference to a 
hypothetical idea of a state of nature where there are only self-contained individuals. It is 
characteristic for the approach in VoG to push the analysis as far as possible in terms of 
individual agents, their wishes, and an economical concept of rationality. 
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I suppose that Foot and I are not the only ones who find such conclusions worrying. It 
seems a mistake to make the normatively binding character of duties dependant on 
wishes that human beings happen to have. This, and the related absence of the social 
and institutional background (or social embeddedness of individuals) from von Wright’s 
account of duties are major reasons why the explication comes across not only as 
“extremely technical” – as Foot (ibid., 242) observed – but also as artificial. Von Wright 
may have been too optimistic as he suggested that his technical notion of a duty “is in 
good agreement with one of the uses of this word in ordinary language” (VoG, 178, cf. 
above). The technical notion, as defined in VoG, seems to be too specialized to qualify 
as an adequate explication of duties, as they are familiar from our everyday lives as moral 
agents. Like the explication of moral norms, discussed in Section 4.4, above, the 
proposed explication of duties is not similar enough to its explicandum to be 
philosophically useful enough.  

4.6. Moral Duty, Moral Will ,  and The Principle of Justice 

More social elements enter the discussion in the final Chapter X of the Varieties, entitled 
“Justice”. The chapter begins with a discussion of collaboration and with the co-
operative pursuit of common goals and goods (VoG, 197–198), and develops gradually 
into a discussion of how other-regarding duties may become established in a society. 
But, it seems, this discussion, too, is undertaken under the presupposition of 
methodological individualism, as identified at the end of the previous section. For von 
Wright, the question is essentially how other-regarding duties – the respect of the 
welfare of other human beings – may be shown to become practical necessities as a 
‘logical result’ of individual rational agents’ wishes and decisions. Even though von 
Wright does not endorse egoism, as he thinks that genuine altruism is possible, the line 
of thought in Ch. X is mostly compatible with the idea that, even for completely selfish 
agents, it is rational to respect the good of others. 
As was shown above, von Wright, in the discussion concerning the contents of 

human welfare, introduced and made use of the ‘logical fiction’ of an idealized situation 
of preferential choice. In Chapters IX–X, another ‘logical fiction’ is introduced. As von 
Wright introduces social elements into his framework of duties, he does this by 
appealing to the idea of a state of nature – an idea well-known from the social philosophy 
of the early modern era. The fiction of a state of nature is introduced at the end of Ch. 
IX as a method of studying concepts, not as a historical or sociological hypothesis. Even 
though, von Wright observes, such logical fictions “may strike one as old-fashioned and 
unrealistic” and “be grossly unrealistic as hypothesis concerning the conditions which 
existed before the conventions, customs, and norms of the society”, as “abstractions 
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for the purposes of studying concepts” they may still be “legitimate and useful” (VoG, 
193–194). 
Von Wright appeals to the fiction of a state of nature in order to clarify the idea that 

human beings are, basically, “approximate equals” in strength and powers. He observes 
that it is 

a fact of fundamental philosophical importance alike to moral, 
legal, and social philosophy that men are, by nature, roughly equally 
strong, i.e., endowed with roughly the same natural powers of 
affecting the welfare of one another favourable and adversely. 
(VoG, 194.) 

From this fact follows that every man, considered alone, has only limited means of 
exercising power on and giving commands (and hence imposing heteronomous duties) 
to others (VoG, 194). This basic fact, von Wright seems to think, may be well illustrated 
by imagining human beings in the state of nature, in abstraction from all social roles 
and structures and from technical devices that provide actual human beings means of 
exercising power on others.149 
The second philosophical gain of the hypothesis of a state of nature is that it allows 

an examination of the sources of motivation for human collaboration. With the fact of 
‘approximate equality’ is connected the possibility that people can add to their strength by 
means of joining forces in collaboration, and, hence, achieve more possibilities of 
exercising power on others. “Much of social life on the human level” and the “great 
fabric of commanding power we call the state”, von Wright suggests, is dependent on 
joining forces in collaboration (VoG, 195). The first source of motivation for 
collaboration is, one could say, the cold will for power. Another motivation for 
collaboration is based on the pursuit of common goods and goals, i.e., goals that are 
shared by many individuals.150 The need for collaboration becomes imperative when the 
goals can be reached by collaboration alone (VoG, 197). In both cases, collaboration 
may become an autonomous practical necessity, i.e., a necessary means for attaining a 
subjectively set goal. 
The third reason for collaboration is based on avoiding harm. In the state of nature, 

people may be viewed as striving for their goals and their own good in a completely 
selfish manner. Because such pursuits are sometimes incompatible with the analogous 
pursuits of others, people may end up causing harm to each other and suffering harm 
because of others. Even those who are not actively harmed by others may suffer from 

 
149 Some individual may be ‘naturally stronger’ than some others, but not usually stronger than 
two or three humans that join their forces in collaboration (VoG, 195). 
150 In this idea, too, the methodological individualism surfaces: for von Wright, a common goal 
is not our goal, but a goal shared by each of us.  
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inconveniences that follow from the existence of a constant need of actively protecting 
themselves from harm. In von Wright’s view, the third reason of collaboration sets the 
cornerstone for the human societal life: 

Suppose the men come to agree that each of them has to gain more 
from never being harmed by anybody else than from sometimes harming 
somebody else. I shall call this a basic inequality of goods. […] The men 
who agree or subscribe to the basic inequality, I shall speak of as 
constituting a community. (VoG, 202.) 

It is very characteristic of von Wright’s approach that all the three reasons for 
collaboration are articulated in reference to individual agents’ wants and rationality. 
Here, von Wright reasons in terms of the same cost-benefit method, which was 
introduced in Ch. V in reference to ‘the good of man’ for deciding what the real good 
for each individual human being is (cf. Section 4.1, above). In such calculation, the costs 
and gains (causal requirements and consequences) of some good are balanced with 
alternatives. Given that the ‘basic inequality of goods’ is taken as a fact, the result of the 
calculation is that it is rational for me to “pay the price” of never harming others in order 
to get a share of the “community’s greater good” in escaping harm from others. Hence, 
von Wright’s ‘deduction’ of other-regarding duties is also clearly informed by the 
presupposition of methodological individualism. It may be viewed as an attempt at 
showing how some important other-regarding duties are generated as practical necessities 
in reference to the self-protective wishes of individuals. 
Von Wright’s next move is to introduce the principle of justice and the related idea of 

moral duty. The principle of justice (which, von Wright observes, is only one form of the 
many varieties of justice) is introduced in reference to the problem of free-riding, i.e., 
an attempt of some individuals at getting their share of the common good without 
paying their due. The phenomenon of free riding, called by von Wright parasitic action, 
constitutes a basic form of injustice.151 The principle of justice (PJ) is formulated in 
relation to this form of injustice:  

THE PRINCIPLE OF JUSTICE (PJ):  No man shall have his share in the 
greater good of a community of which he 
is a member, without paying his due. 
(VoG, 208.) 

 
151 ‘Getting a share of the common good’ means here: escaping harm from others; ‘Paying one’s 
due’: to refrain from doing harm to others. (VoG, 203.) The problem of parasitic action or free-
riding is that, in order to get my share, it is not logically necessary that I refrain from doing harm 
to others. If others refrain from doing harm to me, I can still get some ‘extra benefit’ by 
sometimes doing things that benefit me but harm others.  
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Von Wright regards PJ as the “cornerstone of the idea of morality”, and calls a duty to 
act in accordance with it is called a “moral duty”. Thus, 

in the community of men who have more to gain from never being 
harmed by anybody else (in the community) than from sometimes 
harming somebody else (in the community), a duty to abstain from 
evil-doing would be a moral duty. (VoG, 208). 

This characterization of the moral duty, too, operates with the cost-benefit model, i.e., 
it articulates the emergence of the moral duty in reference to rational preferences of 
individual human beings. In other words, von Wright thinks that following the moral 
duty may be based on purely selfish considerations – perhaps, he suggests, moral duty 
is adhered to from the fear of punishment and revenge from one’s peers, or in order to 
avoid anxiety caused by the risk of such punishments:  

We can, in other words, make us a picture of a society, in which 
justice and morality are ‘kept going’ – even perfectly – through 
mere self-interest. It is essential that such a society could exist. In it 
men would observe their moral duties – but not from what we 
would call moral motives. (VoG, 209.)  

If we apply von Wright’s schema of duties, as presented in the previous Section 4.5, to 
moral duty as observed in a society of selfish agents, moral duty would be an autonomous 
self-regarding duty. It would not be an autonomous other-regarding duty, since, for each agent, 
the good of others would not be respected for its own sake (as an ultimate end), but 
only mediately as a means to some selfish-end. Following the moral duty would be a 
practical necessity with a view to the agent’s own welfare.  
May a moral duty, then, in von Wright’s view, become an autonomous other-regarding 

duty at all? And if it may, how may it do so? As has been pointed out above, despite 
operating heavily under the presupposition of methodological individualism and the 
clarificatory model of egoistic and self-interested agents, von Wright does think that 
genuinely altruistic motives – like love – are possible. Altruism and love constitute the 
first possibility of the moral duty becoming an autonomous other-regarding duty: if the 
welfare of others is respected for its own sake, adhering to moral duty becomes an 
autonomously imposed duty. But this altruistic motive is not what von Wright calls ‘the 
moral motive’ in the passage quoted above. A moral motive constitutes the second way 
in which moral duty may become an autonomous other-regarding duty:  

I shall say that an agent acts from a moral motive, when he observes 
his moral duty, neither from a self-interested motive such as fear or 
revenge or punishment, nor from an altruistic motive such as love 
or respect for the neighbour, whose welfare might become affected 
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through his action, but from a will to secure for all the greater good 
which similar action on the part of his neighbours would secure 
from him. The moral will is, in a characteristic sense, a disinterested 
and impartial will to justice. Its impartiality, however, consists in 
treating your neighbour as though his welfare were yours and your 
welfare his. Therefore, the moral will is also a love of your 
neighbour as yourself. (VoG, 209.) 

This point, one could say, universalizes the altruistic love directed from one individual 
to another individual to apply to all members of the moral community. I suppose the 
von Wrightian moral motive, then, could be described as love for the symmetry in societal 
affairs, as expressed by the Principle of Justice. As von Wright rightly observes, the 
concept of moral motive has some affinities to Kant’s moral philosophy, in particular 
Kant’s idea of Handeln aus Pflicht, as it stresses the features of “disinterestedness, 
impartiality and the detachment of the moral will both from self-interested concern and 
from altruistic sentiment”, and depicts it as a will to view other human beings as ends 
in themselves. He also notes that the idea is related to the principle of the Golden Rule 
and of the Christian love of our neighbours. (VoG, 210–211, cf. the fourth example of 
a moral norm given in N&A, discussed in Section 4.4.)152 
The actions done from a moral motive, then, do not correspond to actions done under 

the moral duty. In von Wright’s framework, actions are guided by the moral motive only if 
the moral duty is followed as an autonomous other-regarding duty from an impartial will 
to justice. At this point, I think, an interesting parallel to the twofold analysis of ‘moral 
goodness’ as attributes of acts and intentions becomes evident. As was shown in Section 
4.2, above, not all morally good acts are, ipso facto, done out of morally good intentions. 
Morally good intentions require that the good for others is intended for its own sake 
(VoG, 128). Having morally good intentions, one could say, is a more demanding level 
of morality than doing morally good acts ‘only’. In a similar fashion, acting from moral 
will is more demanding than acting from moral duty. Indeed, in the series of von 
Wright’s explications of moral concepts, action from moral will constitutes the most 
demanding (or highest, if you like) level of morality. Without the moral will, it is possible 
to do morally good deeds, to act virtuously, and to be subjected to, and act in accordance 
with moral norms and moral duties. But only when the good of others is respected as 
an end in itself, it is possible to act in accordance with the moral will, and to have morally 
good intentions. 
 

* * * 
 

 
152 Cf. von Wright 1989, 35. See also Salmela 2003, 438. 
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The discussion of Justice and Moral Will concludes my concise overview of the series 
of moral-philosophical explications that von Wright provided in the latter half of The 
Varieties of Goodness. As we have seen, the notions of justice and moral will are introduced 
in reference to the problem, how (moral) duty may become established as a valid other-
regarding duty. Von Wright’s answer is that it may be adhered either as a result of a 
rational choice of selfish individuals, from genuinely altruistic motives, or from the 
moral will. In the first case, the moral duty is imposed as an autonomous self-regarding 
duty, in the second and third cases as an autonomous other-regarding duty. 
It should be clear that the explications of ‘justice’, ‘moral duty’, and ‘moral will’ differ 

from the explications of moral goodness, virtues, moral norms, and duties, discussed in 
the previous sections. The main difference is that, in Chapter X, von Wright makes 
much use of the thought-experiment involving the idea of the state of nature. As I have 
suggested, the main upshot of this thought-experiment is to show that moral duties are 
possible in a society of selfish individuals. I have also pointed out that this line of 
thought is in line with von Wright’s adherence to methodological individualism and to 
a certain economic concept of rationality.  
However, since von Wright’s appeal to the fiction of the state of the nature is 

introduced as a method of philosophical clarification, not as a factual hypothesis, the 
philosophical status of the results achieved on the basis of this fiction are somewhat 
unclear. As was pointed out above, von Wright does not adhere to the thesis of egoism, 
but views both altruism and action from moral will as genuine possibilities. I shall return 
to this ambiguity below. Here, it suffices to point out that, in Chapter X, there is a latent 
contradiction between the clarificatory model von Wright uses and the philosophical 
views he endorses. From what he says, it seems that the deduction of moral duties via 
the hypothesis of the state of nature is not meant to depict a factual basis of other-
regarding duties but simply to show that following other-regarding duties is possible (or: 
is imaginable, or: could take place) also on purely egoistic grounds. Much less space, it 
seems, is devoted to showing the similar possibilities of altruism and of the action from 
moral will. Was von Wright’s main aim, then, simply to show that morality as an 
institution is possible? And to show that morality is possible, it suffices to show one way 
in which it is possible?153 – Or was von Wright, as a careful and logically minded 
philosopher, simply entrained by the prospect of generating other-regarding duties with 
the fewest possible conceptual ingredients – in this case in reference to self-centered 
wishes of selfish individuals, the idea of rational preference, and a number of 
anthropological facts illustrated by the supposition of a state of nature? After all, one 

 
153 This way of thinking is confused. For does not the factual existence of societies show that 
societies are possible? No philosophical thought-experiments are needed to establish this.  
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virtue of an explication is its simplicity.154 – Perhaps there is some truth in both of these 
proposals. In the context of this dissertation, however, I shall not try to answer these 
questions. What is important to see is how von Wright argued, and to see that this way 
of arguing has certain philosophically interesting presuppositions that are not spelled out 
in The Varieties in a sufficiently transparent manner.155 

4.7. Summary and Criticism 

In this section, I have reconstructed the key elements of von Wright’s moral philosophy 
proper. I have done this by beginning with the concept of the good of man (human 
welfare). After that, I have presented a series of conceptual explications – or 
‘mouldings’, as von Wright preferred – that are given in Chapters VI–X of The Varieties 
of Goodness. In reconstructing these explications, I have paid attention to how, first, the 
concepts in questions are, either directly or indirectly, characterised as concepts in 
search of a meaning (MG 3), and, second, how von Wright proceeds to explicate them. 
Throughout the discussion, I have also focused on how von Wright’s explicative 
procedure is in line with his main axiological and moral-philosophical Grundgedanken. As 
suggested at the beginning of this section, von Wright’s normative proposals can be 
properly understood only when seen as a part of the more-comprehensive project of 
broadly construed ethics (cf. MG 1). I should like to close this Section by returning to 
two central topics. The first is associated with the fundamental idea of von Wright’s 
normative ethics, the second with what I see as its biggest problem.  
 
1. A welfare-based approach to normative ethics. There is one conspicuous feature in all the 

explications that I have discussed. In different ways, they are all related to the notion of 
human welfare. Moral goodness and badness is connected with (intentions to) welfare-
promoting (harmful) acts (Sect. 4.2); virtues are assigned as protectors of welfare in 
relation to passions (Sect. 4.3); moral norms are articulated as welfare-grounded 
technical norms (Sect. 4.4); duties as obligations imposed by welfare-based practical 
necessities (Sect. 4.5.), moral duty is connected with endorsing the Principle of Justice, 
explained in relation to respecting the welfare of others in a social context, and, finally, 
moral will is articulated as an impartial will to justice (Sect. 4.6).  

 
154 See, again, note 102, above for Carnaps requirements of an explication.  
155 The presupposition of methodical individualism seems to be acknowledged in von Wright 
(1989, 35) as he admits that, in VoG, he “could not think of” a notion of the good of the society 
that would not be dependent on the welfare individuals, and that this led him into his efforts to 
“’derive’ morality from the self-interested pursuits of individual men”.  
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One could say that von Wright’s moral philosophy proper consists of a philosophical 
project pursued within another philosophical project. The latter, more basic project is 
the predominantly descriptive overview of the conceptual web constituted by the 
conceptual groups of von Wright’s broadly construed ethics (cf. Figure 1, above), with 
the stress put on the conceptual varieties of goodness. The former, superimposed and 
predominantly normative project, in contrast, strives to make the concept of human welfare 
– called by von Wright ‘the good of man’ – “the pivotal axiological idea round which a 
secular ethics revolves” (von Wright 1989, 795).156 This welfare-based project, I should 
like to propose, is von Wright’s main contribution to normative ethics. If there is one 
major Grundgedanke of von Wright’s moral philosophy proper, then it is the thesis that 
moral considerations are considerations of human welfare.157 The position may also be 
classified as welfarism concerning moral value, if ‘welfarism’ – as has been proposed by 
Simon Keller (2009, 82) – is understood as a view that “morality is centrally concerned 
with the welfare or well-being of individuals”.158 This characterization captures von 
Wright’s position excellently. It seems to me that von Wright’s work would deserve 
more attention than it presently gets as an early classic of a thorough welfare-based 
approach to normative ethics. 
 
2. Von Wright’s ‘logical fictions’: presuppositions and implications. While the stress in this 

section – in line with the general approach adopted in this Introduction – has been on 
giving a rational reconstruction of von Wright’s position, I have also pointed out some 
problems in the analyses presented in VoG. In particular, I have noted that von Wright’s 
method is strongly informed by the presupposition of methodological individualism and 
by an associated cost-benefit model of rationality, which has its home in economics. 
This is particularly evident (i) in the (first) ‘logical fiction’ of an idealized scenario of 
rational choice, utilized in formulating the official doctrine of human welfare, (ii) in the 
discussion of duties in reference to the wishes of individuals, and (iii) in the account of 
moral duties in reference to the (second) ‘logical fiction’ of selfish agents in the state of 
nature. In my view, the greatest problems and open questions in von Wright’s moral-
philosophical views are connected with these clarificatory models and with the 
presuppositions connected with them. They strongly inform some of the book’s 
analyses, and have, via these analyses, more distant repercussions. In particular, von 

 
156 In a reply to Kurt Baier’s critical article (1989), von Wright observed that, in VoG, he 
proposed that “all judgments and rules of conduct which deserve to be called ‘moral’, must rest 
on considerations of how actions affect the good of man” (von Wright 1989, 780). 
157 cf. von Wright 1989, 802.  
158 If ‘welfarism’ is understood as a more general axiological view that all value or all other forms of 
goodness go back to welfare, then von Wright is clearly not a welfarist.  
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Wright’s variant of welfarism is informed by a subjectivist model of welfare.159 And, 
similarly, the suspicious neglect of the social dimensions of morality does make the 
framework of The Varieties somewhat one-dimensional. This is particularly evident in 
the final two Chapters of the book, concerning duties and justice (cf. Sections 4.5 and 
4.6, above).  
It is, however, not altogether easy to say, how these models eventually affect von 

Wright’s views. The first difficulty has to do with the fact that we may meaningfully 
distinguish between definitions and the accounts given of the notions that are used in 
these definitions. As was pointed out in 4.1, above, von Wright’s two definitions of moral 
goodness, presented in reference to welfare, may be understood independently of von 
Wright’s concrete analysis of welfare. Something similar holds of the account given of 
virtue. These definitions, then, seem to be compatible with other accounts of welfare, 
too. The accounts provided of moral norms, duties and justice, however, seem to be 
more strongly informed by the clarificatory models and the associated presuppositions. 
Thus, the models do influence von Wright’s views substantially, but all the author’s 
explicative definitions do not necessarily imply these models. 
The second difficulty has to do with the philosophical status of von Wright’s two 

‘logical fictions’ (cf. the final paragraph of Section 4.6, above). Von Wright is clear in 
maintaining that they are devices of philosophical clarification. This implies that von 
Wright is not openly committed to the view that, as a matter of fact, human beings are, say, 
rational calculators who egoistically pursue their own goods. As was pointed out, the 
first ‘logical fiction’ is introduced in order to make sense of what it means to say that 
something is really good for us (and not merely apparently good for us). As a 
clarificatory device, the model may be useful. My main critical point was that this desire-
satisfaction -model will not cover all philosophically important aspects of welfare. And 
similarly, the second ‘logical fiction’ of the state of nature is introduced in order to 
illustrate the ideas of equality of strength and of collaboration, and to explore one 
possibility of how morality may come about in human societies. To explore a possibility, 
however, is hardly to assert an actuality.160 
If viewed primarily as tools for philosophical clarification, we may, then, not 

straightforwardly maintain that the recurring use of the two logical fictions, though 
clearly informed by the presupposition of the methodological individualism, would, ipso 
facto, also imply the endorsement of a definite picture of the human nature or of human 
motivation. But what von Wright’s use of the models does suggest is that he considered 
the models both intelligible and philosophically fruitful. These presuppositions, however, 

 
159 This, then, is the major difference to Kraut’s (2007) version of welfare-ethics. 
160 And do not von Wright’s occasional references to altruism, love, and the final step to Moral 
Will imply that, in his view, the moral reality is, after all, not just about selfish individuals? 
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are open to criticism from a ‘communitarian’ angle. The kind of criticism I have in mind 
would stress the essential embeddedness of human beings in social and historical settings. 
It is, then, possible to question von Wright’s use of the two logical fictions as 
clarificatory models by showing that it makes no sense to abstract individuals from all their 
social setting, or to engage in thought-experiments involving rationalized scenarios of 
preferential choice. An objection along the latter lines was, incidentally, raised by 
Norman Malcolm (and Yorick Smythies) in correspondence as early as in 1961.161 
Commenting on an earlier draft of VoG, Malcolm attacked the first ‘logical fiction’, used 
in clarifying the notion of welfare:  

I must say that this [scenario of a rational] choice seems to me more 
and more unreal. To most people it would be a mildly amusing but 
pointless pastime. That something so serious as my welfare or my 
good could be decided by it, seems quite preposterous. Let me add 
an important remark made by Smythies – namely, that with many 
things it would be impossible for one to imagine things as different 
from what they are. His example was the fact that for several years 
he was heavily influenced by Wittgenstein and he said that it was 
quite impossible to conceive what his life might have been without 
that influence. If this is so, then an imaginary choice between 
having that influence over again, or having something else in its 
place, is extremely artificial, for the something else cannot really be 
imagined. (Malcolm to von Wright, 21 July 1961, NLF.)162 

The crux of Malcolm’s and Smythies’ suggestions is that our very identities as human 
beings are so deeply embedded in social contexts and in historical contingencies of our 
lives that von Wright’s highly abstract logical fiction is both “unreal”, “extremely 
artificial” and, perhaps even, “impossible”. Hence, in the light of this criticism, von 
Wright’s ‘logical fiction’ makes no sense and, consequently, is hardly useful as a tool of 
philosophical clarification. It does not do the job it is supposed to do.163 

 
161 Malcolm had spent the previous winter in Helsinki and had frequent discussion on the draft 
of VoG with von Wright (cf. VoG, v). The letter is written from Italy, where Malcolm and his 
wife had rented a holiday house with Yorick Smythies, who, like Malcolm and von Wright, had 
been Wittgenstein’s pupil and friend. Von Wright had originally learned to know Malcolm at 
Wittgenstein’s lectures in 1939; later on, they became good friends. See von Wright 1995.  
162 This criticism is probably reflected in the qualifications formulated on p.110 of VoG, p. 110, 
second paragraph (esp. the passage on the influence of “some powerful personality”).  
163 As has been recently shown by Bernt Österman (2016, esp. 81 ff.), in the 1980s, von Wright 
aspired to develop a more nuanced account of (value) rationality in reference to Aristotle’s 
notion of phronêsis and Max Weber’s distinction between Wertrationalität and Zweckrationalität. This 
new line of thought implies a (partial?) abandonment of the model revolving around the ‘logical 
fiction’ of an idealized preferential choice in the Varieties. Cf. Section 4.4, above, and Article III, 
where I argue that von Wright later partially abandoned the subjectivist analysis of welfare. 
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The second logical fiction may be criticized along the same lines. In his Intellectual 
Autobiography, von Wright expressed doubts concerning his own use of the model in The 
Varieties:  

The idea of the rough equality of men in a state of nature may seem 
very old-fashioned indeed. As a hypothesis of history it is perhaps 
absurd. But conceptually or logically it is still of interest. Whether it 
is philosophically satisfying is another matter. To find a plausible 
alternative to it, however, would require a complete change of point 
of view as compared with the position taken in Varieties. (1989, 36; 
italics added.) 

This change of a point of view, von Wright suggests, might consist in trying to make 
sense of a “good of a society” independently of individual human beings, and in 
attempting to base “the considerations of morality and justice on the existence of 
societies as historical facts”. This point view, he observes, was taken by Hegel and Marx 
(ibid.). The lack of social dimensions from the book’s general framework is regretted 
also in the reply to William Frankena’s critical essay (1989):  

A philosophical anthropology which is relevant to ethics ought, 
moreover, to be concerned, principally, with man as a social being, 
a zoon politikon, and not with a solitary man. Morality is an aspect of 
human life in communities. […] This has also made me increasingly 
conscious of the poverty of what I have so far succeeded in saying 
about ethics. (von Wright 1989, 794.) 

Later on, von Wright evidently grew dissatisfied with the individualistic models of 
clarification used in VoG and came to question the presupposition of methodological 
individualism. The second passage suggests that the Broad Approach to Ethics 
proposed in the Varities (cf. MG 1, above), too, stands in the need of further broadening 
with new conceptual groups (cf. Figure 1, above). The “horizontal” stress on the value-
concepts, which characterizes the approach in The Varieties, is to be anchored more 
firmly in the “vertical” dimension of philosophical anthropology (cf. VoG, 9–8; von 
Wright 1963c, 9), and, furthermore, human beings are to be seen as creatures embedded 
in historically conditioned social settings. – Regrettably, von Wright never came to 
develop these lines of thought in an extended format that could be comparable with 
scale and refinement of The Varieties of Goodness.164  

 
164 The semi-communitarian perspective, stressing the social embeddedness of human 
individuals, is taken up in a late article published posthumously in Finnish (von Wright 2007) 
and in an unpublished article (in English) that stresses, following Westermarck, the significance 
of customs as the foundation of morality (WWA: Wri-Sf-116a–02). 
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5. Concluding Observations 

At the beginning of this Introduction, I suggested that The Varieties of Goodness, despite the 
ternary neglect in systematic, historical and scholarly appreciation, may well turn out to 
contain original ideas and suggestions that are both valuable and worth of a serious 
philosophical reconsideration. By having adopted, in this Introduction, a bird’s-eye view 
in relation to von Wright’s axiological and moral-philosophical Grundgedanken and to the 
main lines of his moral philosophy proper, I have aspired to bring to the reader’s 
attention a multifaceted palette of such ideas. Each reader may pick her own favourite 
– be it related to the sphere of von Wright’s non-reductive theory of goodness, to the 
analytical topoi of his philosophical methods, to his observations concerning the 
conceptual peculiarities of moral concepts, or to his explicative accounts of them. For 
my own part, I should like to stress the philosophical originality of von Wright’s non-
formal theory of value (AG 1–3, Article I), the promises associated with the Broad 
Approach to Ethics (MG 1) and with the idea of concepts ‘in search of a meaning’ (MG 
3, Article II). And as far as von Wright’s moral philosophy is concerned, I should like 
to see his position more widely recognized as an early version of a welfare-based ethical 
theory.  
The general approach of this doctoral dissertation has been scholarly and historical. 

Even though the primary aspiration of this Introduction, too, has been to provide a 
scholarly adequate rational reconstruction of von Wright’s basic position in The Varieties 
of Goodness, I have also identified a range of points, where von Wright’s proposals are 
either ambiguous or remain underdeveloped, are conditioned by quietly accepted 
presuppositions, or open up radically diverging lines for further developments. Hence, 
I have tried to articulate von Wright’s methodological principles (AG 3, Article I) and 
ontological presuppositions (AG 5) of his axiological analysis more carefully than he 
himself did. I have also shown how, depending on whether one accepts MG 4, i.e., the 
approach of explicative analysis in ethics, von Wright’s other basic ideas open up at least 
two different lines of approach in moral philosophy; von Wright, it seems, mainly 
explored the branch where MG 4 is accepted. And within von Wright’s own moral 
philosophy proper, the subjectivist analysis of human welfare forms yet another pivot, 
which has significant repercussions for the analyses provided in the remaining chapters 
of the book. I have proposed that, in the second half of The Varieties, the presupposition 
of the methodological individualism and the recurring use of an economic model of 
rationality colours the author’s analysis in various ways. Because of such 
presuppositions, von Wright’s moral philosophy proper seems to be more in need of 
amendment than the axiological half of his philosophical enterprise. 
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Because of the chosen format of rational reconstruction, this Introduction does not 
contain a separate section dealing with the position of The Varieties of Goodness in the 
history of ethics. I do hope that my occasional references to von Wright’s 
contemporaries (e.g., Anscombe, Foot, Hare, Geach), to some earlier and later authors 
(e.g., Moore, Wittgenstein, Kraut), and to some more distant classics of ethics (e.g., 
Kant, Aristotle, Utilitarianism) have shown that such significant historical connections 
do exist and, moreover, are more frequent and richer than the plain and diplomatic 
philosophical prose of von Wright at first glance suggests. On this scholarly front, 
however, much remains to be done.165 In this dissertation, the historical question that 
has been elaborated in most detail concerns the relation between von Wright’s value-
theoretical work and Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophical legacy. This topic is explored 
in Articles IV and V.  
At this point, it remains for me to provide an overview of the five scholarly articles 

that make up the main substance of this doctoral dissertation.  
 
  

 
165 In particular, it would seem inviting to explore von Wright’s relation to the Aristotelian 
tradition in ethics. In the longue durée of philosophical ethics, von Wright’s notion of “the good 
of man” corresponds to what Aristotle and other ancient ethicists referred to as the ἀνθρώπινον 
ἀγαθόν, the ‘humanely good’, the form of goodness that is characteristic of human beings. And 
even though von Wright is not a virtue-ethicist, he shares Aristotle’s basic value-theoretical idea 
that “good is said in many ways” (cf. the motto of this Introduction) and in pursuing a line to moral 
philosophy on the basis of this axiological insight.  
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6. Extended Abstracts of the Articles 

The five articles included in this dissertation are not organized according to the 
chronology of their publication. Rather, they have been organized thematically in a way 
that provides the reader with the most convenient and natural access to von Wright’s 
work, starting from an overview of philosophical methods and proceeding then 
gradually to more detailed interpretative and historical questions. The various ways in 
which the articles are related to the three research objectives, spelled out in Section 1.2, 
above, is best explained by providing extended abstracts that sum up the topic and the 
main lines of argument of each article. In addition, the abstracts highlight the different 
research methods and approaches used in them and explicate how the research 
objectives are addressed. 
 

Article I:  “G. H. von Wright’s Connective Analysis of Goodness: The Varieties of 
Goodness (1963) Revisited”. Under review. 

 
Article I provides an overview of von Wright’s conception of conceptual analysis in 
ethics, as explained and applied in The Varieties of Goodness and in some other relevant 
writings. Besides, von Wright’s methodological suggestions and preferences are 
contextualized by relating them to views of some notable contemporary authors. The 
first part of the article discusses von Wright’s approach to conceptual analysis on a 
general level: I distinguish two levels of analytic work – descriptive and moulding 
analysis – and pinpoint parallels with Peter Strawson’s proposal of connective analysis and 
Rudolf Carnap’s method of explication. I propose that these parallels show that The 
Varieties of Goodness combines methodological elements from two different strands of 
analytic philosophy: the constructivist tradition of the heirs of the Vienna circle, and the 
ordinary-language philosophy or Oxford movement of the 1940s and 1950s. Of these 
two strands, however, the more immediate philosophical context is provided by the 
Oxford movement and the various critical debates associated with that movement and 
its critics.  
The second part of the article focuses on the details of von Wright’s philosophical 

method. Building partly on Carl Wellman’s typology (1976), I identify and discuss 11 
different analytical tools, or analytical topoi, which are systematically used in Chapters I–
V of von Wright’s book. In his discussion of the conceptual varieties of goodness, von 
Wright uses these topoi to identify and chart different ‘aspects’ of meaning, which 
together constitute von Wright’s analysis of goodness. In the concluding notes of the 
article, I propose that von Wright’s somewhat aporetic discussion concerning the unity 
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of goodness may, to a high degree, turn out to be a consequence of his aspectual 
approach to analysis of meaning. 
In the course of my overview of von Wright’s analytical topoi, I relate von Wright’s 

arguments to some notable contemporary authors that are not always mentioned by the 
name in von Wright’s book. In his discussion, von Wright allocates special weight to 
the discussion of criteria of goodness, which, in his view, constitute an important aspect of 
the meaning of the word “good”. This suggestion indirectly addresses R. M. Hare’s 
(1952) view that the meaning of “good” may be distinguished from the criteria of 
goodness. I argue that, due to the stress put on the concept of criteria, von Wright’s 
position comes closer to cognitivist than non-cognitivist accounts on the meaning of 
“good”. I also point out that von Wright’s observation that attributions of goodness in 
many varieties of goodness are attributions of goodness of a kind is discreetly but 
demonstrably indebted to Peter Geach’s (1956) thesis that goodness is always a logically 
attributive adjective. In von Wright’s view, this is an important feature of many uses of 
good – but does not apply to all of them. In fact, one major outcome of von Wright’s 
connective analysis of goodness is that general claims concerning the meaning of good 
– like Hare’s or Geach’s suggestions – are often characteristic of some cases, but do not 
apply to all cases. 
Because of the article’s methodological and contextualizing focus, it is placed as the 

first article of this dissertation. It addresses simultaneously research OBJECTIVES I and 
III. As it sketches an overview of von Wright’s philosophical approach to the varieties 
of goodness, it also provides the necessary context for all the other articles included in 
this dissertation. Methodologically, the article reconstructs von Wright’s philosophical 
methods; as these methods are contextualized in relation to some other philosophical 
authors, the article makes use of historical and comparative research approaches.  
 
 

Article II:  “Ethical Concepts ’In Search of a Meaning’: G. H. von Wright’s Broad 
Framework for (Contextual) Ethics”. Sats 21 (2020), issue 2: 117–141. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/sats-2020-2012 .  

 
This article revolves around three central and mutually interrelated Grundgedanken of The 
Varieties of Goodness: (i) the proposal of a ‘Broad approach to ethics’ (=MG 1) and the 
idea (ii) that moral goodness is a ‘non-autonomous form of goodness’ (=MG 2) which, 
furthermore, (iii) is a concept ‘in search of a meaning’ (=MG 3). While von Wright 
commits himself to all these theses, he does not discuss them in sufficient detail. In my 
article, I strive to explicate these proposals in a fashion that makes plain their 
interconnections and some of their most important philosophical repercussions.  
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In The Varieties, von Wright proposes that moral notions need to be examined in a 
much broader framework consisting of various groups of ethically relevant concepts, 
i.e., value-concepts, normative concepts, psychological and anthropological concepts. 
Making use of some unpublished archival materials, I pinpoint some important 
connections of von Wright’s project to Elizabeth Anscombe’s work in the late 1950s. 
The proposal of the broad approach is motivated by von Wright’s rejection of the 

view of the conceptual autonomy of morals. In particular, he observes that moral goodness 
is a ‘non-autonomous concept’ which must be analyzed by relating it (to some) of the 
non-moral concepts that make up the broad framework of ethically relevant concepts. 
This suggestion is amplified by von Wright’s thesis that moral goodness is also a concept 
‘in search of a meaning’. This view implies that moral goodness may be given an account 
in various different, but still legitimate ways.  
In the latter part of the article, I propose that von Wright’s three key ideas open 

some exciting perspectives to contemporary discussions concerning the relevance of 
context in philosophical ethics. First, I argue that von Wright’s broadly construed ethics 
provides tools for understanding contextual and temporal variation of ‘moral points of 
view’. Second, it puts various traditional ideas concerning the nature of moral 
philosophy in a new light. Viewed through von Wright’s suggestions, traditional theories 
of normative ethics may be viewed as selective explications of moral goodness that 
stress some parts of von Wright’s broad framework. I also suggest that von Wright’s 
criticism of the distinction between normative ethics and metaethics is best understood 
in relation to his views concerning the conceptual peculiarities of moral goodness. 
Finally, building on an age-old distinction between reflective and determinative ethical 
judgments, recently discussed by Charles Ess, I suggest that von Wright failed to draw 
all the consequences of his own suggestions. Accordingly, I suggest that we may well 
abandon his view of a philosopher as a ‘moulder’ of concepts in favour of a more 
context-oriented and elucidative conception of moral philosophy (cf. MG 3, above). 
Article II contributes to all three research objectives. As it discusses a set of key 

philosophical ideas of the Varieties (OBJECTIVE I) that are also pivotal for von Wright’s 
understanding of moral value (OBJECTIVE II), it builds on Article I and prepares ground 
for Article III. Article II contributes to OBJECTIVE III as von Wright’s proposals are 
contextualized historically both in relation to his contemporaries (e.g., Anscombe) and 
later developments (e.g., thin and thick evaluative concepts [Bernard Williams 1985], 
ethics of care and Oskari Kuusela’s and Charles Ess’s recent work). Methodologically, 
the article provides a reconstruction of some of von Wright’s central suggestions and 
explores critically their broader significance. Of the articles included in this dissertation, 
this contribution explores most directly von Wright’s ideas’ relevance to selected 
contemporary discussions.  
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Article III:  “In Search of ‘the Good of Man’: G. H. von Wright’s Humanistic 
Ethics”. In Niiniluoto, Ilkka and Thomas Wallgren (eds.), On the Human 
Condition – Essays in Honour of Georg Henrik von Wright's Centennial 
Anniversary (2017), 269–290. Acta Philosophica Fennica 93. Helsinki. 

 
The starting point of this article is von Wright’s explication of moral goodness as an 
attribute of acts and intentions, as presented in Chapter VI of The Varieties of Goodness. 
As has been shown in Articles I and II, von Wright’s central moral-philosophical thesis 
is that moral goodness is a non-autonomous concept in search of a meaning. Von Wright’s own 
suggestion is that a moral philosopher may suggest a more circumscribed definition for 
moral goodness. The article explores how von Wright develops his own explicative 
suggestion as he argues that moral goodness should be defined in terms of two other 
varieties of goodness, namely ‘the good of a being’ and ‘utilitarian goodness’, discussed 
in earlier parts of the book.  
Most of the article is devoted to providing a scholarly account of von Wright’s view 

of ‘the good of man’, which is the pivotal concept in the author’s account of moral 
goodness. Von Wright’s official thesis, given in Chapter V of the book, is that the good 
of man may be equated with human welfare (VoG, 87). Human welfare is explained as 
a utilitarian concept, which contains an evaluative and a causal element. What human 
welfare consists of is, in turn, analyzed in terms of an ideal situation of preferential 
choice made by an agent reflecting on what things contribute to her personal welfare. 
Consequently, von Wright ends up defending a subjectivist account of human welfare 
/ the good of man, in which each individual human being is the final judge concerning 
what his/her welfare consists of.  
However, beneath the surface of von Wright’s ‘official doctrine’ of welfare, there 

runs a more complex thread that suggests a more nuanced picture. According to this 
picture, the good of man and the human welfare consists of two dimensions that 
complement each other: the basic dimension – which von Wright calls ‘well-being’ – is 
privative and is related to the fulfilment of basic human needs and wants. The second 
dimension – called by von Wright ‘happiness’ – is positive, and builds on and operates 
on the basic dimension. I suggest that this alternative, hybrid picture provides a more 
realistic and promising picture of human welfare, as it allows both for shared and 
objective constituents of welfare on the basic level, but still leaves room for variation in 
the pursuit of individual happiness.  
Finally, I show how von Wright, in his post-Varieties work, slowly changed his mind 

concerning the status of his ‘official doctrine’ of welfare. Some writings from the late 
1970s and 1980s contain explicit criticism of the subjectivist account given in the 
Varieties and show that he came to allow more room for the objective dimension of 
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human welfare. In short: von Wright returned to the alternative picture sketched already 
in the Varieties of Goodness.  
Article III contributes primarily to OBJECTIVE II as it provides an account of von 

Wright’s conception of moral goodness. Methodologically, the article consists of a 
critical reconstruction of von Wright’s analysis of the good of man; this account is, then, 
related historically to later developments in the author’s views.  
 
 

Article IV:  “Wittgenstein and G. H. von Wright’s Path to The Varieties of Goodness 
(1963)”. Nordic Wittgenstein Review 9 (2020): 37–77. Article available at 
https://www.nordicwittgensteinreview.com/article/view/3546 

 
This historical article explores the relation of von Wright’s work in ethics to Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy and identifies a number of late-Wittgensteinian traits 
and methods in von Wright’s work. The method applied in the article is historic-
genealogical: The focus is on the development of von Wright’s work on ethics from the 
early 1950s to the publication of The Varieties of Goodness in 1963. This development is 
analysed in the light of von Wright’s growing preoccupation with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
later thought, some aspects of which appear prominently in von Wright’s value 
theoretical writings in this period. The historic-genealogical approach enables 
pinpointing points of influence and imitation that remain hidden or speculative if 
attention is paid to The Varieties of Goodness only. 
Von Wright’s first attempts to deal with questions of ethics took place under the 

influence of logical empiricism in early 1940s and were followed, in early 1950s, by 
formal-logical attempts at analysing the concept of value in an (almost) strictly 
analogous manner to his early papers on modal and deontic logic. These attempts were, 
however, soon abandoned. This took place at the same time von Wright started his 
work on Wittgenstein’s Nachlass and tried, for the first time, in 1952, to articulate the 
main concepts and tenets of Wittgenstein’s Philosophische Untersuchungen (1953) in spoken 
and written from. A main thesis of the article is that value theory, on which von Wright 
had not really worked systematically before the early 1950s, offered him a fresh 
philosophical terrain to explore with some philosophical tools and methodological ideas 
he had got from Wittgenstein’s later philosophy.  
First, the preoccupation with the later Wittgenstein led to a new approach to value 

judgments in an article “Om moraliska föreställningars sanning” (1954). The article shows 
strong late-Wittgensteinian influences on methodical, conceptual as well as stylistic 
levels. Some traces of the concepts and arguments developed in this article are visible 
in the The Varieties, but some ideas prominent in the earlier work no longer play a 
distinctive role in the book. The Varieties seems, rather, to take another turn: the 
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philosophical approach is much broader: the discussion is not confined to the analysis 
of value judgments but aims at a broad overview of the phenomenon von Wright calls the 
varieties of goodness, i.e., the various different but interrelated uses of the word “good” 
in language. This broad focus may be viewed as a variation of Wittgenstein’s ideal of 
providing a perspicuous presentation (Germ. Übersichtliche Darstellung, cf. PI §122) of a 
conceptual terrain, the importance of which von Wright acknowledged in an 
introductory article on Wittgenstein in 1957. The development in this broader direction 
is evident in an unpublished manuscript of von Wright’s lecture course on ethics from 
the mid-1950s, now preserved in the von Wright and Wittgenstein Archives.  
Finally, I propose that von Wright, in The Varieties, eventually made an attempt at 

making philosophy “more than a collection of materials for academic controversy and 
learned conversation”, the difficulty of which he had in 1947 referred to as the main 
lesson he learned from Wittgenstein (G. H. von Wright to Wittgenstein 31 Aug 1947 = 
item 370 in McGuinness [ed.] [2008]).  
Of the articles included in this dissertation, Article IV is most directly historical in 

its framing of question and in methods. Primarily, it contributes to OBJECTIVE III, as it 
contextualizes von Wright’s work in relation to Wittgenstein, charting the late-
Wittgensteinian aspects of von Wright’s ethics and philosophy of values. As the article 
also deals with the emergence of some key ideas of the Varieties, especially the criterial 
approach to the truth of value-judgments, it also addresses OBJECTIVE I. The article 
makes use of unpublished archival materials and correspondence.  
 
 
Article V:  “Von Wright and Wittgenstein on (the Varieties) of Goodness and 

Family-Resemblance. A constructive Rejoinder to Klagge (2018)”. 
Philosophical Investigations 43, no. 4 (2020): 301–333. Article available at 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/phin.12250 

 
Like Article IV, Article V, too, deals with the relation between the later Wittgenstein 
and The Varieties of Goodness, this time revolving around von Wright’s critical 
observations concerning Wittgenstein’s suggestion that goodness is a family-
resemblance concept (PI §77 and VoG, 15–17). But in contrast to the historically 
oriented Article IV, Article V is an analytic Streitschrift – a constructive but critical reply 
to James C. Klagge’s article “Wittgenstein and von Wright on Goodness” (2018). In his 
article, Klagge criticised von Wright’s arguments and provided a set of counterexamples 
to them. He also attributed to Wittgenstein two positions: in his view, Wittgenstein of 
the early 1930s endorsed a “constitutivist account of goodness”, whereas, in the 
Philosophical Investigations, he came close to C. L. Stevenson’s ethical emotivism.  



Lassi Jakola 

 
 

110 

In Article V, Klagge’s arguments are extensively criticized, and his misinterpretations 
of von Wright’s and Wittgenstein’s positions are corrected with new readings. In the 
first part of the article, it is shown that Klagge has missed the context of von Wright’s 
discussion of goodness and family resemblance as it occurs in The Varieties and that, 
consequently, his two counterexamples to von Wright’s arguments fail. The mistake is 
to take von Wright’s argument, which concerns the conceptual varieties of goodness, to 
concern cases of goodness. 
In the second part of the article, Klagge’s two suggestions concerning Wittgenstein’s 

views on goodness are critically discussed: first, it is shown that the “constitutivist 
account of goodness”, which Klagge attributes to Wittgenstein of the early 1930s, does 
not seem to correspond to what Wittgenstein actually says about the meaning and 
symptoms of goodness in the notes taken by G. E. Moore on May 9, 1933. Second, 
Klagge’s proposal that Wittgenstein may have come close to Stevenson’s ethical 
emotivism in Philosophical Investigations is examined. In contrast to Klagge’s proposal, it 
is argued that Wittgenstein’s remarks concerning the way children learn the meaning of 
“good” may be read as “objects of comparison” (PI §130), implying no strong 
theoretical commitments. In the light of this analysis, a new interpretation of PI §77 is 
presented: unlike commonly thought, the remark does not necessarily imply that 
Wittgenstein took goodness to be a family-resemblance concept. If this is true, then his 
position may be closer to von Wright than is commonly thought.  
Article V addresses OBJECTIVES I and III, as it explicates von Wright’s views on the 

unity of the conceptual varieties of goodness and relates these views to those of 
Wittgenstein. Methodologically, the article is a combination of scholarly criticism and 
critical reconstruction of von Wright’s and Wittgenstein’s positions.  
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