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Virtue and Degeneration 

 
ἔχεις µοι εἰπεῖν, ὦ Σώκρατες, ἆρα διδακτὸν ἡ ἀρετή; ἢ οὐ διδακτὸν ἀλλ᾽ ἀσκητόν; ἢ οὔτε 
ἀσκητὸν οὔτε µαθητόν, ἀλλὰ φύσει παραγίγνεται τοῖς ἀνθρώποις ἢ ἄλλῳ τινὶ τρόπῳ 

Plato, Meno, 70a 
 

Preface1 
 
 

Aristotle and Paul 
 
This work addresses a question that is simultaneously moral, strategic and ontological: by 
what process, by what mechanisms, is ethical virtue acquired? The delineation of these terms, 
‘ethics’ and ‘virtue’, and the shifts in their meaning, will be one of my central concerns, but 
let us start by hearing the question as one about a specific form of excellence or authority: a 
robust ability to judge, to choose, to live ethically. By what mechanism is this produced? 
What fact or development or transformation yields it? 
 The question is perhaps well approached by contrasting it with another, more familiar, 
one: what is the right or the good? My concern is not with that. Rather it is with the acts, the 
effects, through which individuals redefine their relationship to such ideals. Aristotelian 
habituation roots virtue in repetition, in a gradual realignment of pleasure and sight. The full 
attainment of Aristotelian virtue builds on an extensive preparation, performed on what is 
already a tightly restricted class of students, students who then enter into close proximity, 
either physical or textually, with the master’s example. Now contrast this with Pauline 
conversion. Here we have an utterly different architecture: there is a different temporality, a 
moment rather than a duration, a different spatiality, beyond the city rather than in the school, 
and a different target, the persecutor rather than the well-prepared. These are two very 
different models of ethical transformation and they bring with them two distinct visions of 
the transformed subject: to ask if, when, how Paul acquires hexis is to pose a question 
implicated in theology, morals and the philosophy of mind.2 It is this type of contrast, its 
implications for the history of philosophy, and for our vision of the human that I want to 
discuss. 
 In raising this question, my aim from the start is to put pressure on the concepts in 
terms of which it is framed. Three aspects will be particularly important. 
 First, virtue itself. There are familiar arguments, from MacIntyre and others, that 
explore the ruins of this aspect of the Aristotelian settlement in modernity. My concern is 
precisely with a period, the Enlightenment onwards, in which that settlement was 
unavailable, and yet where we see a vast array of mechanisms which play something close to 
the functional role of virtue: they explain how an agent arrives at and remains within the 
ethical state which the system valorises. In this sense, my focus is not virtue alone but on it 
and that which takes its conceptual place.  
 Second, ethics. This term is evidently open to radical shifts in meaning. Construe 
‘ethics’ as interchangeable with ‘morality’ and my question comes closer to that of social 
                                                        
1 What follows is a draft of the book’s preface; the full text comprises roughly sixteen chapters. 
2 It is, for example, a question that will have one answer on a Lutheran approach, another on a Catholic one: as 
Ebeling put it, for the former, grace ‘never becomes our own virtus’ (Ebeling, Luther, London: Collins: 71). I 
discuss the issue of the stability of virtue with regard to Luther in chapter 8; on the issue of habit and theology 
more broadly, see Carlisle, ‘The Question of Habit in Theology’, 2013. 
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order: how to train individuals to adhere to some set of laws even under pressure. Alternately, 
construe ‘ethics’ as dwelling, as late Heidegger does, and the problematic is transformed. In 
particular, I want to use the question to place pressure on the boundaries of the ethical and on 
relationship between ethics and politics. One dimension of this concerns the possibility that 
ethics might constitutes a space, explored by a Coetzee or a Levinas, irreducible to politics, 
even if not insulated from it.3 The other dimension concerns the effects of collapsing that 
distinction, in particular of delivering an ethicised politics, as Schmitt foresaw in liberalism. 
In line with this, my aim is never to force thinkers towards ‘narrowly’ ethical responses; on 
the contrary, writers who identify practices or techniques in the service of what could only be 
called a damaged ethics, writers such as Bataille, will play an important role. This links to the 
point made above regarding functional roles: the task with something like existentialism, say, 
is not simply to assume that authenticity is an ethical good in some crude sense, but to map 
the ways in which it mirrors virtue by examining the processes which yield it. 
 Third, the agent. It is a truism that Aristotle’s theory of virtue acquisition and his 
philosophy of mind are profoundly integrated. As we will see, this applies generally: in 
examining models of ethical development, we need to ask how these link to a picture of the 
subject, of agency. To take a simple example, one that underlay the debates on virtue and 
divine grace, what control does the subject have over the process? Similarly, once we shift 
away from Aristotle, how should we analyse the qualities or features which the subject 
thereby acquires? Aristotle conceptualised virtue as a skill. But what do the beneficiaries, or 
perhaps better the victims, of something like a Nietzschean genealogy acquire? A certain 
knowledge? A certain taste? A certain loss? These questions simultaneously occur at the 
intersection of analytic debates on character and situationism on the one hand, and post-
structuralist fears about the ‘substantive self’ on the other. Throughout, the outcomes in 
which I am interested are outcomes on individuals, outcomes on what in Aristotelian terms 
we would call their character, yet when it is precisely that term which is in question. Stripped 
of this vital qualifier, the question of what produces ethical development collapses into the 
familiar first order clash between competing norms or into a technocratic debate about the 
means needed for them. Above all, my concern is with the links between virtue and an 
accompanying vision of agency: the subject of passive synthesis will not be, become or 
remain virtuous in the same way as the subject of apperception.  
 

Modernity and Three Mechanisms: ‘Techniques of Unsettlement’, The Event, The 
Para-Institution 

 
I have spoken so far about ‘mechanisms’ and ‘processes’; it is time to give some more 
detailed illustrations of what I have in mind. 
  A glance suffices to show the gap between an ancient and a modern approach to these 
problems: for example, the philosophy of education has, with a few exceptions, become a 
largely peripheral part of the discipline. To look closer, consider again the crude version of 
the Aristotelian model which I used above. We can add two further aspects. First, habituation 
is a process in which the outer, and the act of its repetition, gradually shapes the inner. As 
Luther saw, and of course loathed, this implied that we have a certain level of control.4 

                                                        
3 Coetzee’s reception is particularly interesting in this regard, since he was often overtly or covertly attacked for 
lack of political engagement: compare recent works such as Attridge’s J.M. Coetzee and the Ethics of Reading 
with Vaughan’s dismissal of it as an aestheticism that gives ‘privileged attention to the predicament of a liberal 
petty bourgeois intelligentsia’ (Vaughan ‘Literature and Politics: Currents in South African Writing in the 
Seventies’ in Critical Essays on J.M. Coetzee. Ed. Sue Kossew. New York: G.K. Hall and Co, 1998:50-65.) 
4 Martin Luther, Tractatus de libertate christiana in Martin Luthers Werke (Weimar: Herman Böhlaus 1897), 
7:50. 
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Second, the gradual nature of ethical development is taken to be a necessary condition on 
virtue. Thus Annas, one of the most sophisticated contemporary exponents of the Aristotelian 
picture, stresses that Scrooges’ midnight conversion cannot suffice for virtue, no matter how 
sincere or radical.5  
 Against this backdrop, I want to give a few examples of mechanisms central to an 
Enlightenment and Post-Enlightenment treatment of ethical development.  
 First, there are what, following Auden, I will call ‘techniques of unsettlement’.6 These 
are mechanisms which support a distancing or even a dislocation from existing social norms. 
This range of such mechanisms, as we will see, is vast and varied and each introduces its own 
warp and biases. At one end of the spectrum, there is the familiar Kantian emphasis on 
reflective distance - what is important, as I see it, is the underpinning of this by a vision of 
‘public reason’, a certain discursive space and a certain set of social identities, in particular 
that of the ‘scholar’. The aim of such distancing for Kant was to prevent any law, even God’s 
or reason’s own, from being blankly given. At the other end of the spectrum, we will see 
devices such as Nietzschean genealogy or Heideggerian anxiety: each attempts to produce a 
dissolution of, an alienation from, self-evidence, particularly from self-evident identities. 
Each foregrounds a dislocation from existing social norms in a way uncomfortable for the 
Aristotelian. Each also reflects a distrust of the Kantian mechanisms for distancing, a 
suspicion that they constitute a charade in which a rhetoric of rigorous questioning allows 
much to be left off limits. And yet each differs radically from the other. Nietzschean 
genealogy is a historico-literary exercise targeted at highly specific audience - indeed, the 
precise nature of that audience is one of the classic exegetical questions for the Genealogie. 
Heideggerian anxiety in contrast is a latent or episodic affective state, supposedly present in 
all human beings. Nietzschean genealogy functions by problematising the origins of a small 
set of beliefs and affects; Heideggerian anxiety is a global state applying to all commitments 
at once. Most importantly though, both move agents towards something very close to ethical 
improvement as these thinkers conceive it. This is what I mean when I talk of the functional 
role of virtue: genealogy is an intervention in the ethical situation, an attempt to rewire it, to 
improve it. Similarly, for anxiety: its role in the early Heideggerian system is precisely to 
allow a path towards the valorised state of authenticity, a path that cannot be offered by say, 
repetition. Indeed, the presence of agents who seeks to become authentic by external mimicry 
of authentic behaviour is part of what makes locations such as the university dangerous from 
a Heideggerian point of view: the Aristotelian technique thus not only fails to deliver genuine 
ethical development, it is mechanism for degeneration. Finally, one can see that both these 
examples press on the boundary of the ethical: Nietzsche’s aim is to replace our system of 
morality with some alternative ethics; Heidegger’s to open the way for a goal that is 
simultaneously ethical, informing how we live, how we see, and ontological. 
 The second case I want to highlight concerns what for now I will simply call ‘the 
event’, a moment of utter radicalisation, utter transformation. It appears in both autonomous 
and heteronomous variants, and it is perhaps the fundamental trope of modern European 
ethics. For example, Kant’s vision of ethical excellence ultimately requires ‘a revolution in 
the mode of thought’, an ‘explosion’, a ‘transformation of one’s way of thinking 
[Umwandlung der Denkungsart]’ (Relig., 6:47); yet this explosion is an act of absolute 
autonomy, of a resolution towards self-identity. The heteronomous version is classically 
found, for example, in Levinas and it is of course central to post-structuralism. From my 
perspective, all models of the event bring center stage the questions of preparation and 
control: to what degree can the individual be ready for or even initiate this happening? The 

                                                        
5 Annas, Intelligent Virtue (Oxford University Press: 2011):12. 
6 Auden, ‘In Memoram of Sigmund Freud’. 
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result is a whole dialectic of waiting, readiness, possible leaps: we will track this in 
Kierkegaard on the conditions for conversion and in Heidegger’s Beiträge. Again, we have a 
distinctive mechanism, the event and our response to it, that plays what I called the functional 
role of virtue: it is presented as sometimes sufficient, sometimes necessary, sometimes both, 
for the true ethical development of the individual. 
 The third case concerns the role of institutions. As Rawls observed, it is “perfectly 
obvious” that the prevailing institutions will shape the desires and imaginings of those 
within them. By extension, there is a natural concern about what I will call cases of 
“institutional failure”: cases not of societal breakdown, but of systematically misaligned 
institutional structures. To this end, we will look closely at programmes of schooling for 
the dominant class in both Apartheid South Africa and Hitler’s Germany. The basic 
dynamic – a fear of loss of individual control over virtue due to an accident of birth – is, 
of course, an ancient one. What I want to highlight is the role in the modern period of 
what I call “para-institutions”, structures that combine important institutional properties, 
particularly what I will call robustness and replicability, yet which thereby attempt to 
minimise that old threat. Two cases will be used to illustrate this: Kant’s “moral 
catechism” in his Die Metaphysik der Sitten and Marx’s 1844 Pariser Manuskripte. 
  

Alignment, Net Development and Normativity 
 

I have left open the logical relations between these examples just given: on what I have said 
so far, at least some of these approaches might be combined. Surrounding any mechanism 
there is also always a larger topology. In its simplest form, we can conceive of virtue 
mechanisms as processes which allow individuals to move towards and remain aligned with 
some ethical ideal. But the landscape is not always so simple. There are obviously strands of 
conservatism where the problem is not shifting individuals towards virtue but maintaining an 
existing, precarious, and vital if imperfect alignment between those individuals and a certain 
ethics. There are also case where the mechanism is operating under conditions of social or 
cultural emergency and where the goal is neither to achieve an ideal nor to preserve even a 
limited balance, but to secure enough net ethical development that one can neutralise a 
certain threat or to allow a form of survival. Depending on one’s conception of the audience, 
this is a possible reading of the Genealogie. It also meshes with certain feminist ways of 
rethinking virtue development, in which the question is framed from the start as a counter-
motion to practices of oppression. In both these cases, it will become natural to ask whether 
what enables survival might ultimately hamper flourishing. Overall, virtue is a limit case: it 
demarcates one pole of the mechanisms in which I interested; I will come to the other pole in 
a moment. 
 Before that though, I want to address the issue of normativity directly. My primary 
interest is in means: the question of ends is not to be excluded, but to be approached through 
that. For example, I do not want to rehearse the well-discussed differences between Kantian 
or Nietzschean or liberal conceptions of the good life. I therefore talked about the 
mechanisms which allow an individual to reach the state valorised by a given system - it is 
those mechanisms, not the end state itself, on which I want to concentrate. It is because of 
this focus on means that I will create some unlikely pairs, pairs such as Adorno and Lorde - 
both are theoreticians of a specific form of instrumental failure.  
 In line with this, my primary interests are in ethical development, even when it is 
utterly warped, rather than with domination or control. Of course, the three typically bleed 
into each other and in a system such as fascism they are deeply interwoven. But the case I 
want to study lies not at the latter end of the spectrum but at the former. The key location is 
not the camp, but the shining hall in Posen where Himmler will spend hours discoursing on 
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genocide and virtue within the self-cultivation tradition before an audience of well-fed 
subordinates. The questions are whether this is to be dismissed as merely an obscene 
delusion; whether other devices for ethical development allow this kind of warping; and how 
the self-cultivation model functions here and elsewhere. 
 

Degeneration 
 

Virtue acquisition operates within a space subject to multiple forces. The simplest model is a 
gravitational one: the agent must strive to inscribe virtue in the face of a persistent pull 
towards default. On the conservative model to which I just alluded, the threat is often 
understood as the destabilisation of an existing culture. In both cases, we need some general 
way for talking about the process opposed to virtue, about the dis-alignment of agents and 
norms. There is, of course, the Aristotelian framework of kakon or Kant’s radical evil, and I 
discuss these in chapter 5. But for the moment, I want a more general term for the withering 
or collapse of agent’s ethical capacities. The term I will use is ‘degeneration’. 
 This term has, of course, a specific modern history, one we can trace through de 
Gobineau’s Essai sur l’inégalité des races humaines or Nordau’s ranting, rambling 
Entartung. As I discuss in chapter 7, it is partly because of this history, not despite it, that I 
use the term. Degeneration in those texts is a pseudo-biological notion with cultural and 
ethical symptoms. The mechanisms by which it is to be treated follow: it requires a medical 
response or a eugenic one. Nietzsche, whose own views on degeneration were unsurprisingly 
highly complex, spoke of a breeding, one might say a re-breeding, of ‘humanity as a whole’, 
to remove the ‘parasitic’ elements (KSA13:637-8). The possibility of a new ethical 
excellence was thus conditional on a prior physiology, which would become ‘the queen of all 
questions’ (KSA13:637-8).7 What is significant here is the displacement of the ethical onto 
the physiological, and an attendant shift from what I have called virtue mechanism towards 
biological ones. Of course, my general usage has no such specific implications. Pending the 
discussion to follow, one can think of it as serving nevertheless to highlight two trends on 
which I want to place substantial importance. One is the methodological significance of 
analysing the ethical space through a framework taken from some other domain, in this case 
the physiological. The other is the dominant, and as I see it problematic role, role allotted to 
biopower in recent Continental ethics. It is, as I detail in the body of the text, to force these 
two trends to the front of the mind, that I appropriate this term and use it as sketched above. 
 Degeneration, in the general usage sketched, plays a key role in what follows. This is 
because the selection of a particular virtue mechanism often needs to be understood as a 
response to a specific ethical threat, a specific form of degeneration. To take a classic 
example, Kant’s account of transcendental freedom, its basis and its maximisation, is 
intelligible only in the context of the twin threats of the animal and the machine, and the need 
to preserve a form of finite existence in between those two. More generally, it is obvious that 
a system where the threat is the excesses of the passions will be very different from one 
where it is a bureaucratic rationality. To paraphrase Murdoch, we need to know what a 
philosopher is afraid of.8 In this sense, we should speak strictly not of virtue or even ethical 
development more loosely but of ‘virtue and degeneration sets or pairs’. An author such as 
Houellebecq thus makes little sense unless we are clear both on the nature of the threat they 

                                                        
7 My thinking about this aspect of Nietzsche is indebted to unpublished work by Ken Gemes, ‘The Biology of 
Evil: Nietzsche on Entartung and Verjüdung’. I discuss Nietzsche’s views on degeneration in the context of 
aesthetics particularly in ‘Decadence and Aesthetics’ in Decadence, Desmarais and Weir (eds.), (Cambridge 
University Press, 2019). 
8 Murdoch, "On ‘God’ and ‘Good.’" in Conradi (ed.), Existentialism and Mystics (Penguin: 1999a):359. 
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see and so on the nature of the potential responses, partial, compromised, parodic as they may 
be, which he then explores.9 
   

Preliminary Remarks on Method 
 

Before proceeding, I want to make a few very preliminary remarks on method. One 
fundamental methodological question, which I treat in chapter 4, is the relationship between 
the historical and systematic structure of the text. As is plain, I regard these as fundamentally 
interwoven: to address the question of virtue now is, I argue, simultaneously to address the 
question of its history. Yet there are many models of historiography on which one might hold 
that position and it will be important to differentiate my approach from, say, Heidegger’s 
appeal to the unthought or to a destruction of the tradition: this is in part because of 
disagreements with Heidegger’s overarching conception of a tradition. For the moment, 
though, three brief, general, methodological remarks - the salience of the following problems 
will perhaps depend in part on which philosophical tradition you come from. 
 The first concerns the epistemological status of claims regarding the virtue 
mechanisms or processes. Such claims may seem straightforwardly casual - you need such a 
means to produce such an end - and thus susceptible to treatment by the empirical sciences. 
But things are much more complex than this: the claims in which I am interested have a 
certain structural ambiguity. On the one hand, they contain an irreducibly normative element: 
to argue that what is needed for ethical development is an ability to radically separate 
yourself from existing social identities is to make a normative claim, one which is 
distinctively emphasised by the post-Socratic west. On the other hand, the mechanisms do 
contain causal aspects - that such an act will generate such separation. This causality will 
typically be too complex to be well studied by anything resembling a laboratory experiment: 
my preferred tactic will be to model it through literature. More generally, the ambiguous 
status of the relevant claims helps explain in their structural importance. Take the case of 
Kant. Moral anthropology, the creation of the ‘subjective conditions...that help or hinder in 
fulfilling the laws of a metaphysics of morals’, is an empirical science, founded on empirical 
generalisation (Ak 6:216-7; 7:120). In this sense, the implementation of Kant’s pure ethics 
rests on an impure basis. And this impurity raises an immediate question as the epistemic 
status of Kant’s account of the virtue mechanism: if it is an empirical claim that something 
will support our capacity to live morally, that claim requires a radically different kind of 
justification from those offered for the moral law itself. It also raises a structural question: 
how can we understand the role of such a moral anthropology given the supposedly 
libertarian freedom possessed by Kantian agents? What would it mean to help or hinder an 
agent who is both necessarily able and necessarily incentivised to act for the sake of the good 
irrespective of its situation? In sum, I agree that the epistemic status of claims regarding the 
virtue mechanism is deeply ambiguous - I regard that not as a problem, but as an important 
reason to press them further. 
 The next issue concerns the relationship between my approach and strands of 
Foucault’s later work, in particular the study of ethical technologies in texts such as ‘On the 
Genealogy of Ethics’. My project is evidently deeply indebted to Foucault, but the approach I 
use is methodologically quite different - this is borne out, as I will detail, in its relationship to 
both phenomenology and the transcendental. But for the moment, a crude contrast may help. 
Suppose one wanted to analyse the question of training and freedom in an Enlightenment 
                                                        
9 For this reason, that distinctively European genre, the literature of decline, will serve as a useful example – as 
chapter 9 discusses, we need to understand what has changed between a text like Raspail’s Le Camp des Saints 
and one like Houellebecq’s Soumission, just as the latter seeks to understand the differences between the 
mechanisms open to Huysmans and those available now. 
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context. The natural Foucauldian procedure would be to begin with the institutional and 
discursive facts on the ground; with the structure of the buildings, the placement of the 
apprentices, the rhythm of the day. My approach, in contrast, begins at the philosophical level 
and seeks to operate there until a point is reached that problematises the concepts in play: it 
centres for me neither around Hume’s Treatise nor Kant’s Kritik nor around the apprentice’s 
timetable but around texts such as Kant’s Über Pädagogik and his attempt to locate training 
within a theory of virtue without compromising the transcendental subject. One benefit of 
this approach, I will argue, is that Foucault’s suspicions of an analysis operative at the level 
of universals risks allowing certain problematic universals in unnoticed and unquestioned: I 
suggest, for example, that the underlying way in which he frames the relationship between 
assujettissement, sujétion, subjectivation remains in some ways deeply Kantian. 
 Finally, I have spoken throughout of ‘mechanisms’ and ‘processes’. These are loose 
terms. And it might be that such looseness is to be accepted, even to be amplified. For 
example, recall Agamben’s expansion of the idea of the ‘dispositif’: 

Further expanding the already large class of Foucauldian apparatuses, I shall call an 
apparatus literally anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, 
determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviours, opinions, or 
discourses of living beings. Not only, therefore, prisons, madhouses, the panopticon, 
schools, confession, factories, disciplines, judicial measures, and so forth (whose 
connection with power is in a certain sense evident), but also the pen, writing, 
literature, philosophy, agriculture, cigarettes, navigation, computers, cellular 
telephones and - why not - language itself, which is perhaps the most ancient of 
apparatuses.10 

But there is nothing which fails to meet this criterion. I will instead press the notion of 
mechanism by asking how we should conceptualise it: is it right to talk of technologies or 
tools or strategies? If we choose, say, the tool model, what analysis of tools are we assuming? 
Each option comes, of course, from a different domain bringing with it its own set of 
concepts and implications. This links back to one of the points I referenced in explaining the 
use of ‘degeneration’, the vital importance of cross-domain modelling, even when it falls 
short of outright reduction. 
 The difficulty in articulating the classical framework in contemporary English is a 
familiar one: outside the specialist domain of ancient ethics, talk of ‘virtue’ has a dusty 
resonance to it, and ‘flourishing’ figures only in the marketing materials of second-rate 
schools. My own aim is to show how that virtue framework is transformed and challenged in 
the modern period; as I will now argue, understanding that transformation allows us to make 
sense of key aspects of the current reality. 
 

                                                        
10 Agamben, "What is an Apparatus?" in What is an Apparatus? And Other Essays (Stanford University Press, 
2009):14. 


