
“A practical identity means thinking 
‘I am an x’ and realising that x is 
something you can do well or badly 
at. At a certain extreme, you might 
fi nd that life was not worth living if 
you didn’t live up to the demands of 
being an x, if you thought you were 
a terrible father or something like 
that. So practical identities set the 
terms in which we value our lives.”

CHRISTINE M KORSGAARD

Interview by Julian Baggini
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C
hristine Korsgaard has just joined 

an elite club of the very fi nest 

contemporary philosophers, whose

illustrious members include Bernard 

Williams, John Searle, Mary Warnock, Jerry 

Fodor, T M Scanlon, Simon Blackburn and 

Anthony Kenny. I could, of course, be talking 

about the thinkers who had been lead inter-

viewees for tpm, but in fact the list comprises the 

arguably slightly more prestigious list of Royal 

Institute of Philosophy Annual Lecturers. If this 

induces any excess pride in Korsgaard, she’s doing 

a good job of disguising it.

“As I get older it becomes more unnerving to 

me, the way my own work seems to be unpacking 

a box that I got in graduate school”, she tells me, in 

a stark, grey basement offi ce at University College 

London, borrowed for our conversation prior to 

her big speech. “After a while you think, ok, I’ve 

been a professional thinker for thirty years and I 

don’t seem to have changed my mind about very 

much, and there’s something alarming about that.”

Korsgaard was explaining a typically witty 

aside she made in her book Self- Constitution. 

Having written “Let me make what is really 

the same argument”, she adds in brackets, “I 

am always making the same argument”. That 

argument is “the one about how we have this 

refl ective form of consciousness”, and it sits at the 

heart of pretty much everything she has done. By 

that, she means “we’re conscious of the grounds 

of our beliefs and actions, of the potential reasons 

for them”. This is what makes action different for 

us than it is for animals, “because when we act we 

evaluate the reasons for what we do rather than 

simply following something like an instinct or an 

impulse. And because we have that capacity, we 

also play a role in shaping our own identities that 

the other animals don’t.”

This leads us to Korsgaard’s celebrated work 

on personal identity, in which she develops the 

concept of practical identities. “A practical iden-

tity is a way of thinking of yourself or a description 

of yourself in terms of which you value yourself. 

So it might be important to you that you’re some 

particular person’s husband or wife, it might be 

important to you that you’re a teacher or a philos-

opher or a lawyer or any of these roles. It might 

be important to you that you think of yourself as 

espousing certain causes.”

This is what makes us importantly different 

from other animals. “A cat is a cat is a cat. They 

have different personalities, but they don’t have 

what I call practical identities in the sense of roles 

and relationships that they take up and want to 

do well in.”

There are, says Korsgaard, “a whole variety” 

of ways in which we acquire these identities. 

“Some of them we’re simply born into, say, being 

a member of a certain family, although I still 

think of them being up to us, in the sense that it’s 

up to us whether we act in accordance with the 

principles that having them involves. You can act 

in way that disowns your family, after all, and if 

you don’t then you’re maintaining your identity 

as a member of that family. Some of them we 

take on voluntarily. I think some of them prob-

ably arise by accident.”

Having acquired them, “we maintain them 

simply by acting in accordance with the reasons 

My work seems to be 
unpacking a box that I 
got in graduate school
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and obligations to which they give rise. So it’s part 

of the way we choose our actions. This is how this 

whole business connects to us being creatures 

who think about the grounds of their actions, 

because when you decide to act you think about 

the ways in which you identify yourself and those 

are for you the sources of your reasons.”

What makes this such a valuable contribution 

to the personal identity debate is that the domi-

nant views have for some time paid little attention 

to the role we play in creating our own identities, 

focusing instead either on the sense in which 

we are simply the sum of our memories, beliefs, 

actions, intentions and so forth; or the idea that 

we are simply individual, biological animals. And 

when you continue to unpack Korsgaard’s view, 

you fi nd something else lurking in the box that 

other theories of personal identity lack: ethics.

This starts from the fact that a practical iden-

tity means thinking “I am an x” and realising that 

“x is something you can do well or badly at. You 

think of your life as going well if you’re doing 

well at it and going badly if you’re doing badly at 

it. At a certain extreme, you might fi nd that life 

was not worth living if you didn’t live up to the 

demands of being an x, if you thought you were 

a terrible father or something like that. So prac-

tical identities set the terms in which we value 

our lives.”

Having adopted our practical identities (we all 

have several) it becomes a matter of fact, rather 

than just your personal opinion, whether or not 

you have fulfi lled the obligations and duties of 

that identity.

This brings us right up to date with the subject 

of her Royal Institute talk and several recent 

papers: the nature and origin of the good. The 

question Korsgaard has focused on is “why there 

is such a thing as the good”, which she comes 

at “from a kind of naturalistic perspective” that 

is “not prepared to think that the world simply 

contains values. Something that we do has to 

make it the case that there are values. … I never 

found it particularly a good explanation of why 

there should be such a thing as ethics to think, 

well, the world just contains values.”

This question about the nature of the good is 

different from, and much more diffi cult than, the 

question of the content of the good. “The content 

of the good is easy”, she says. “If you ask what 

makes a human life good almost everyone agrees 

that it’s things like love, intellectual achievement, 

aesthetic experience, having some relationship 

to nature, having some relationship to the arts, 

things like that. The nature of the good would 

be the thing that tells us how we pick out those 

things, where I don’t mean necessarily the thing 

that tells us how we know which things are good 

but the thing that they all have in common that 

makes them good.”

In short, what that thing in common is that 

“everything that is good is good because it’s 

good for someone, where someone means some 

person or animal”. So far so, well, good. But, as 

ever, it’s in the unpacking that the real interest 

arises. What sorts of things are good for us and 

what does it mean for them to be so? One of the 

most enduringly popular answers to this question 

I don’t seem to have changed my mind about very 
much, and there’s something alarming about that
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is given by hedonic utilitarianism, which says 

what is good is what gives us pleasure or makes 

us happy and what is bad is what causes us pain, 

distress or misery. It’s a view Korsgaard rejects, 

but she acknowledges it gets something right, 

something that points us towards a better theory.

“The reason why people are attracted to the 

idea that pleasure is the good, I think, is because 

there’s a clear way in which pleasure is good 

from the point of view of the person who’s expe-

riencing it. It’s welcome. It’s a state we like to be 

in, so the idea that pleasure is the good captures 

the relativity that’s inherent in the idea of some-

thing being good for someone.”

The mistake, however, seems to be that once 

people see that there needs to be a subjective or 

relational element to the good, they then assume 

that implies the good has to be some kind of 

subjective experience. Although Korsgaard 

agrees that “in order to have a good in the sense 

that I think is morally important, you have to be 

the kind of creature that has experiences”, she 

doesn’t think it follows that “experiences them-

selves are what have value. I think we should be 

thinking of the good as something that experi-

ences in a way give us access to. What’s good 

is what would be positively experienced if you 

were in a good state and you experienced it. But 

certainly things can be good for you that have 

nothing to do with your experiences at all. Once 

you’re a human being and you’ve formed certain 

practical identities, you may have aims that go 

far beyond the limits of your own life, say, and 

it’s good for you if those aims are realised.” So, 

for example, “I take it it’s not good for you if fi fty 

years after you’re dead everybody is still reading 

your books but credits them to somebody else”.

Some people bite that bullet, of course, and 

just say that would be neither good nor bad 

for you. The thought bothers us, but when we 

imagine it we are mistaking what we would feel 

if we knew with what doesn’t matter if we don’t 

know. Korsgaard has a short, sharp answer to this: 

“The reason you would object to it if you knew is 

because it’s a bad thing. Why would you object to 

it if it’s not a bad thing?”

Korsgaard’s view has even more radical impli-

cations. Hedonic utilitarianism endorses what 

might appear to be the common-sense view that 

what makes pleasant experiences and so forth 

good is that they are pleasant: that’s why you react 

to them positively. But Korsgaard makes the 

interesting claim that the fact that something is 

pleasant doesn’t explain your reaction to it at all.

“I think some people make a systematic 

mistake about pleasure, which is that they think 

of pleasure as being itself something like a sensa-

tion”, she explains. “I think we have sensations 

which are pleasant but I don’t think pleasure 

itself is a sensation. I think pleasure and pain are 

more reactions we have to our own sensations 

and experiences, that we fi nd them welcome or 

unwelcome and in terms of how it’s related to 

the evaluation. It can go either way. I mean, you 

may be pained by something because of what you 

think about it, of course, but we’re also to some 

extent hard- wired to have these reactions to 

things which, say, are dangerous to us physically.”

When you decide to act you think about the ways 
in which you identify yourself
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So the good has to be good for someone, but 

it is not any kind of experience or sensation. This 

goes some way to explain another mistake which 

Korsgaard sees as not unique to utilitarianism, 

but characteristic of it. That mistake is to think 

of the good as something that can be aggre-

gated. That is to say, if something is good, then 

increasing its presence by a factor of ten makes 

it ten times better. “You can’t add up goods, 

because what’s good for you plus what’s good for 

me isn’t good for anyone.” This is particularly 

important in the area of public policy. If we want 

to have some workable notion of a more general, 

or public good, it makes a big difference whether 

we think of goods in terms of quasi- atomic units 

that can be aggregated, or as something a little 

more amorphous and shareable. “What’s good 

for everyone in my view, what we mean by that, 

is roughly that as many people can share in the 

goodness of some policy or action or whatever as 

possible, which is not the same as aggregating.” 

Korsgaard illustrates this conception of shared 

goods with a vivid example of a shared bad.

“Some disaster happens in some community 

and it’s terrible and we all think it’s terrible. If 

you’re an aggregator, you can get to wondering 

why that seems terrible in a way that’s different 

from the fact that this person died in one place 

and that person broke his leg in another place, 

just people in different parts of the world that 

have nothing to do with each other. Disaster at 

that level is happening all the time, all around us. 

Why does this seem different? Well, the thing 

that happens in the community is a shared evil 

and in a sense worse for that. It’s a bad thing for a 

group of people considered as a group of people 

because it’s a thing in whose badness they share, 

and in that way it is worse than this thing being 

bad plus that thing being bad plus that thing 

being bad.

“The thought about goods is the opposite one. 

Suppose that we’re having an argument about 

what the rules should be in constructing public 

spaces. These are things that are essentially 

shared because everyone has to look at them, 

smell them, be exposed to them, hear them, 

whatever the issue is. If you can fi nd a solution 

to an argument like that that pleases everyone 

then that’s a shared good.”

So there are at least two common mistakes 

people make about the good: that goods can be 

aggregated and goodness is to be located in a 

kind of experience. These two mistakes are also 

linked with a third, which is a failure to prop-

erly distinguish between what Korsgaard calls 

evaluative and fi nal goods. The term “good” is 

used in the evaluative sense “as a general term 

of praise for all kinds of things: cats, dogs, chil-

dren, the weather, tools, people in various roles, 

good teacher, good carpenter. Generally speaking 

the root notion there is that the thing has a func-

tion, or serves a purpose, or there’s something 

it’s supposed to do, some role it plays in our lives, 

and it’s good if it has the qualities that enable it 

to serve that function well.”

However, there is also another sense of good, 

the fi nal good, “when you say things like some-

body had a good life. Are you saying that his life 

had the properties that enabled it to serve its 

function well? That doesn’t seem right, because 

life doesn’t have a particular function.”

Why there is such a 
thing as the good?
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So if the fi nal good is not a matter of having 

the qualities to fulfi l the function of a life, what 

is it? “The fi nal good is more like what to go 

for, what to aim at, what we should be trying to 

realise or accomplish.”

That raises “interesting questions about why we 

use the same word for those two things”. Indeed, 

for in some ways the two senses are incompatible. 

For instance, in the evaluative sense, we can talk 

about someone being a good torturer, even if you 

think that torture is immoral. But you can’t apply 

the description “a good life” to an immoral one. So 

is it just an accident of language that we use the 

same word – “good” – in both cases?

“Well no, I don’t think it’s an accident of 

language. I think they’re called by the same name 

for a very good reason and the reason is that there 

is a notion of evaluative goodness that applies 

to people. People are in an evaluatively good 

state physically when they’re healthy, they’re 

in an evaluatively good state psychologically 

when they’re psychologically healthy, they’re in 

an evaluatively good state when they’re moral, 

and they’re in an evaluatively good state when 

they’re realising what I call their various prac-

tical identities, the roles and relationships under 

which you value yourself and fi nd your life to be 

worth living. So you’re in an evaluatively good 

state when you have the properties that make you 

good at being the kind of being you are, which is 

a physical being, a human being who forms his 

or her own identity. I think the reason why the 

idea of the fi nal good arises, is that being self- 

conscious creatures, we are sensitive to our own 

evaluative goodness, and when we are in an eval-

uatively good state, we perceive that in a positive 

way, which makes our own evaluative goodness a 

fi nal good for us, makes it something to go for.”

So, in a sense, the fi nal good comes from the 

capacity to refl ect on a whole set of evaluative 

goods and endorse some of them as being worthy 

aims for a life? “Yes.”

If you take the ideas that good always has to be 

good for, and that we can adopt different practical 

identities which give rise to different obligations 

and responsibilities and so different criteria of 

success, it seems to follow that there could not 

possibly be one single good for everyone, even 

though that does not mean anything goes.

“I think there are controlling facts in the 

process of constructing an identity for yourself 

that are given by our nature. So, being healthy 

is good for everyone. There are probably certain 

criteria for psychological health that make certain 

things good for everyone. But I also think that at 

the level of forming a practical identity then, yes, 

it gets very different for different people. And I 

think there are interesting questions about what 

happens when what’s good for you simply as a 

psychologically healthy human being and what’s 

good for you in some identity you’ve adopted and 

value highly come into confl ict with each other. I 

don’t think it’s a conclusion given by theory or by 

life that psychological health should win in those 

confl icts. It can be good for a human being to 

devote themselves say obsessively to something 

that gives meaning to their lives even if they’re 

not the most well- rounded types.”

As seems mandatory these days, Korsgaard 

fi nds a place for evolution in her theory. “I think 

Something that we do 
has to make it the case 
that there are values
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evolution produced creatures who can have a 

good when evolution produced creatures whose 

way of being in the world involves monitoring 

the environment for things on which its survival 

and maintenance depends. So these are in effect 

creatures that are aware of what I earlier called 

their own evaluative goodness.”

But although evolution has a role in explaining 

how things can be good for us, she maintains that 

hers is not what you’d call an evolutionary account 

of the good. There’s a distinction Korsgaard 

makes in Self- Constitution that points to the 

limits of how much evolution explains: instincts 

propose but they don’t determine. Unlike other 

animals, we have at least some liberty to reject 

what our instincts propose.

“Our natural instincts are the starting points 

of what eventually become our values,” explains 

Korsgaard. “That does give a certain shape to 

the project of constructing an identity for your-

self, and even though I think identities are in a 

certain way voluntaristic, there’s no reason to 

reject some of the starting point stuff. Clearly 

the fact of evolution explains why we’re naturally 

drawn to think of family as a big deal, but you 

realise that and it turns out that the success of 

the gene is perhaps not of particular interest to 

you. But it doesn’t make your concern for your 

family go away. The fact that it has this explana-

tion doesn’t interfere with it. Of course human 

beings are creative so we don’t stick with the 

original content, but the original content of our 

values is given a certain shape by the kinds of 

creatures we are.”

To put it another way, knowing that many 

of our desires and values are rooted in nothing 

more than survival value does not mean that their 

fruits are only valued for how much they help 

us to survive. And fundamental desires have to 

come from somewhere. As I put it to Korsgaard, 

presumably if our instincts had proposed 

nothing as a good, there would be no reason for 

us to choose anything. This elicited a seemingly 

emphatic “Right” and she similarly assented to 

the suggestion that the fact that we have that 

capacity to refl ect on our evolved preferences is 

at least in part why we need a notion of the good, 

because the good marks out what we aim for, and 

what we aim for can differ from what we might 

intuitively, instinctively feel.

It’s a recurring criticism of philosophers that 

they conveniently place supreme value on the 

thing their own interest most requires: reason. 

Both Aristotle and Kant have been accused of 

overstating the importance of rationality for the 

human difference, for example. For Korsgaard, 

our capacity to be self- refl ective is paramount, 

but is it not the case that the means by which 

that leads us to change and make decisions is 

rarely anything to do with reason and rationality? 

So how central really is the role of our rational 

nature in constituting ourselves, choosing a good 

to aim for and so forth?

“I’m not saying that a lot of the time people 

are out there thinking about constituting their 

identities,” she says. “The reason for the focus on 

reason is not that you think it’s a prevailing, heavy- 

duty force in human life as much as it is that the 

question arises when someone’s reasoning and 

they’re trying to fi gure out how to go about this 

Everything that is good 
is good because it’s 
good for someone
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reasoning. The question arises deliberatively. 

I don’t think of philosophy as giving us sort of 

armchair theories about things. I think of it as 

addressed to perplexities that arise in delibera-

tion. It’s not just that being a philosopher you’re 

obsessed by ratiocination so you give it a higher 

role in human life. It’s at the moments when phil-

osophical questions come up, is when we’re using 

our reason to try to fi gure things out.”

But she accepts that she does say something 

along the lines that there is a sense in which we 

are more completely individuals who have identi-

ties when we have refl ected on and chosen them 

than when we haven’t. That’s something many 

fi nd terribly elitist. It’s like Socrates’s old saw that 

the unexamined life is not worth living. It sounds 

fair enough, but it does by implication suggest 

that a lot of people who are living unrefl ectively 

are in a sense less human as a result.

“‘Less human’ sounds so awful,” she protests. 

“There are certain qualities that we have, humanity 

being one of them, that get more or less fully real-

ised. Humanity is like that. Rationality is like that, 

intelligence is like that. Some people think intel-

ligence is not like that. Some people think some 

people are just a lot smarter than other people. I 

don’t think that. I think some people realise their 

intelligence more fully than others. So you don’t 

say somebody is less human, meaning they have 

the property less than other people, but they have 

realised their humanity less fully if they never 

think about what they do, because thinking about 

what we do is what we do.”

But doesn’t that still have a slightly elitist 

import?

“It’s elitist if you blame people for it and 

of course that would be crazy because a lot 

of people don’t think a lot about what they 

do, because they really don’t have very many 

choices. A lot of people are trapped by their lives 

and that’s no fault of theirs. Aristotle says that 

ethics is addressed to those who have choices. 

It doesn’t mean that other people are bad. It’s 

just that if your options are restricted, there’s not 

much occasion for giving shape to your practical 

identity. And it’s elitist if you think people are 

incapable or something, but I don’t think that.”

She also makes the point that even if it is good 

to nurture a potential someone has, that doesn’t 

necessarily mean others would be better off if 

they could develop this potential too. “I think one 

of the great puzzles in this subject is why we are 

inclined to draw that line – at least I am – at the 

boundaries between the species. So it might be 

better for any human being to get more educa-

tion but it’s not better for a squirrel to be turned 

into a human being so that he can get more 

education.”

That remark is typical of another unusual and 

distinctive feature of Korsgaard’s writing: her 

wit. The fi rst line of one of her recent papers, 

for instance, starts “G.E. Moore, always ready to 

volunteer when a straw man would otherwise be 

wanted ...”. Is this just temperament or are there 

good philosophical reasons for injecting a certain 

amount of wit into writing?

“I suppose I do think there are some good 

philosophical reasons for it since often humour 

is a form of stepping back or distance, and step-

ping back or distance sometimes gives you a 

view. I also think just as a matter of principle 

I don’t think pleasure 
itself is a sensation
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that philosophy is the most fascinating subject in 

the world and yet most of it is a chore to read. 

These two things fi t badly together. It has to be 

possible to write philosophy in a way that makes 

it fascinating because it is fascinating. So I think 

philosophers should work harder at writing well 

and making their stories as interesting as they 

actually are.”

Our time was up and I felt we had worked 

quite hard at unpacking a lot of material, and 

that it had been fruitful. Her remark that all she 

had done since graduate school was to unpack 

the same box seemed to me not at all negative. 

As I suggested to her, aren’t some of the most 

interesting things precisely the result of taking 

something which if you think about it, is inescap-

ably true and then unpacking it, because it’s in 

the unpacking that the surprises come?

“I hope so.”

Further reading

Self- Constitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity (Oxford 

University Press, 2009)

The Constitution of Agency (Oxford University Press, 

2008)
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