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RESUMEN 

Las teorías éticas tienen que ser capaces de tratar no sólo con las situaciones 
efectivas, sino también con las situaciones contrafácticas. Aplicando un argumento de 
mundos posibles (AMP) en el que consideramos las aplicabilidad de una teoría en el 
espacio de los mundos posibles, vemos más claramente si una teoría es sensible al 
mundo o no lo es (es o no es flexible). En este ensayo voy a argumentar a favor de la 
importancia del AMP y mostrar, por medio del estudio de un caso, cómo reaccionan 
las diferentes teorías al AMP. La conclusión será abierta: necesitamos una concepción 
más clara de la psicología moral antes de que podamos decidir si una teoría flexible o 
no flexible es aquella de acuerdo con la cual deberíamos vivir. 
 
ABSTRACT 

Ethical theories must be able to deal with not only actual situations, but also 
counterfactual situations. By applying a possible world argument (PWA) in which we 
consider a theory’s applicability over the space of possible worlds, we see more 
clearly whether the theory is world-sensitive or not (flexible or non-flexible). In this 
essay I will argue for the importance of PWA and show, through a case study, how 
different theories react to PWA. The conclusion will be open-ended: We need to have 
a clearer picture of moral psychology before we can settle for either a flexible or non-
flexible theory in accordance with which we should live.  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Moral philosophy has in the last decades had a revival on the philoso-
phical scene and is now very much at the centre of philosophical attention. 
And as the industry rapidly grows, the selection of ethical theories to con-
sider has become increasingly hard to follow. Some guidelines for consumers 
of ethical theories are needed. Even if one sides with the philosophers who 
regard meta-ethics as a useless armchair activity, there is still a lesson to be 
learned from logic. In this paper I will present one such lesson and pose it as 
a challenge which any ethical theory must face if we are to take it seriously. 

The guideline I propose will not be a shopper’s guide to ethics; it will 
rather be a simple labeling system, which the consumers can consult before 
endorsing an ethical theory. I suggest using the labels “flexible” and “non-
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flexible”, and this classification can be obtained by using a possible world ar-
gument. The labels come in handy at a practical ethical level, because they 
give substantial information about the theories in question. They tell us 
something about the theories fundamental attitude toward changes in the 
field in which the theories are supposed to operate and how the theories react 
to counterfactual situations. And this, I will argue, is an important aspect to 
consider in relation to ethical theories. 
 
 

I. THE POSSIBLE WORLD ARGUMENT 
 

The possible world argument (PWA) is a philosophical technique of 
quantifying over all possible worlds, when considering the situations with 
which an ethical theory must be able to deal. Principles and theories take as 
arguments all possible worlds, in order to see how they react to the different 
world scenarios. The question which PWA stresses is whether there exists a 
world in the scope of possible worlds in which certain maxims and principles 
fail to apply, but which the theory endorses when considering our world. If 
we take an ethical theory and quantify over all possible worlds, could we 
find, according to the theory in question, a world which falsifies the theory or 
some of its principles, or must the theory’s principles, maxims or rules be ob-
served come what may in any possible world we might consider? 

Certain preliminary remarks ought to be made. The possible world ar-
gument is silent with respect to several ethical discussions. It does not take 
sides in the debates about realism versus antirealism, or cognitivism versus 
noncognitivism. Furthermore, it need not commit itself to any metaphysical 
or ontological views about the status of possible worlds. We need not worry 
about the ontological status of possible worlds, as long as we have a world-
making language, which is acceptable and useful for our purpose. We do, 
however, commit ourselves to a certain view of the moral outlooks we have. 
It must be within our power to choose among different ethical theories. That 
does not imply that there can not be an objective and correct ethical theory 
available which we should choose in order to be happy or whatever. It only 
implies that there is no set of ethical principles or a specific theory which 
forces itself onto us, which we cannot resist whatever the prize for resisting 
might be. We have a choice; whether our choice in a specific historical con-
text is the best or the right choice is a different matter. This commitment is 
not very controversial and should stand a good chance of being accepted 
across the board. It is enough to observe that people in different historical pe-
riods and geographical areas have had different moral outlooks, in order to 
vindicate the commitment. If we can find differences, no matter how small, 
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then there is room for us to manoeuvre, and that is enough for us to justify 
PWA’s methodological commitments.  

A not uncommon reaction to PWA is that such an investigation is not 
relevant since we care about our world, and not some far-off and bizarre 
world, which might yield marginal counterexamples to certain theories. This 
response strikes me as curious. To choose an ethical theory is to undertake a 
long-term commitment to a certain moral outlook, which will shape genera-
tions. The moral outlook will affect legislation, educational system, etc. and 
be a lasting influence in the society in which it prevails. If one agrees that the 
choice of an ethical theory has many important consequences, then the theory 
should be subjected to a critical examination. Then why should an ethical 
theory be excused when it comes to the question of counterfactual situations, 
if its range of influence reaches into a future where some of these counterfac-
tual situations might be actualities? It is not only legitimate to bring such 
questions and imagined scenarios into consideration, they represent impor-
tant issues and the answers to the questions about counterfactual situations 
will in many cases decide our choice of theory. If ethics is about how we 
should act towards one another given what is empirical and therefore contin-
gently true, then there is a need for considering different possible worlds if 
we are to plan for the future since what is given might change over time. 
PWA highlights the features of “flexible” or “non-flexible” and is therefore 
suited to give us an indication of what we might expect from ethical theories 
in the future. The demand on advocates of different ethical theories posed by 
PWA, is that they think things through in light of how their theory might react 
to counterfactual situations and give us an answer to whether there might be a 
situation in which the theory or some maxims of the theory would be inade-
quate.  
 
 

II. A CASE STUDY 
 
(1) Kantianism 

Kantianism is perhaps the clearest example of a theory deserving the 
label “non-flexible”. For Kant, morality is objective, meaning that there is 
one true morality whose rules and maxims must be obeyed by any rational 
creature whatever the consequences. Only actions done in respect of some 
universalisable rule or maxim have moral worth. Taken together all these 
moral maxims constitute the moral laws, and according to Kant the most fun-
damental principle of the moral laws is the categorical imperative. The cate-
gorical imperative is a product of reason itself, and the law of morality is 
binding for all rational creatures by virtue of their rationality. The categorical 
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imperative is presented as follows in Kant’s Groundswork of the Metaphysics 
of Morals. 

[...] act only according to that maxim through which you can at the same time 
will that it become a universal law [Kant (1998), p. 31]. 

 
According to Kant there will be no possible world in which the rational 
agents are allowed to act on maxims that they can not consistently will to be 
universal laws. A maxim is morally acceptable if and only if the agent in 
question can consistently will that it becomes a universal law. There is no 
room for context sensitivity or more specific moral laws in Kant’s theory of 
morality. The level of non-flexibility of the Kantian system at a practical 
level is best seen in his Lectures on Ethics where he makes the following re-
mark in relation to the impermissibility of lying. 
 

Every lie is objectionable and contemptible in that we purposely let people 
think that we are telling them our thoughts and do not do so. We have broken 
our pact and violated the right of mankind [Kant (1963), p. 228]. 

 
Under no circumstances are moral agents allowed to lie. It is not the business 
of the speaker to worry about what the consequences might be in a particular 
case; he has a duty to tell the truth irrespective of any external constraints. 
Kant’s theory of morality can rightly be labeled “non-flexible”, since no pos-
sible world scenario could refute a moral maxim.  
 
(2) Utilitarianism 
If Kant’s theory of morality is the best candidate for the label “non-flexible”, 
then utilitarianism seems to be a good candidate for being labeled “flexible”. 
Its various principles when taking possible worlds as their argument seem to 
change as the preferences of the agents change in these worlds. In Utilitari-
anism, Mill formulates what might be regarded as the core of the theory. 
 

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals “utility” or the “greatest 
happiness principle” holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to 
promote happiness; wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness 
[Mill (1957), p. 10].  

 
Mill wants to distance himself from Bentham’s utilitarianism where happi-
ness is interpreted as the balance of pleasure over pain. Mill recognises that 
there can be other things which make us happy besides pleasure, and with 
this modification it is easy to see that utilitarianism might be interpreted as a 
maximising device for whatever it is that makes the agents happy in some 
world or another. The right action would be the action which maximises the 
amount of happiness among those affected by the action. There is no telling 
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in regard to a particular world what would be the right action until we know 
the preferences of the agents in question. In a utilitarian account lying might 
not only be permissible from time to time, it can be the right thing to do in 
certain situations. A utilitarian might still hold that lying is generally wrong, 
while acknowledging that there will be exceptions. This shows that utilitari-
anism is a highly flexible theory in regard to its principles, since a principle 
might be defeated in some world if it does not satisfy the greatest happiness 
principle. 

It can be objected that this only shows that the utilitarian theory is flexi-
ble at one level of analysis, namely at the level of what Mill called secondary 
principles. The theory on a general level, however, is as rigid as the Kantian 
theory of morality. Even though in various worlds the conditions for 
maximising utility would vary greatly and hence practical rules and princi-
ples (the secondary principles) will take different forms, in all of them the 
greatest happiness principle will be intact. There would be no world accord-
ing to utilitarianism where the right thing to do is not to maximise whatever 
instantiates happiness. So utilitarianism is just as rigid on a general trans-
world level, as any Kantian account of morality.  

But this is not so. The utilitarian maximising principle has a built-in 
possibility of being self-defeating. We can imagine an evaluation of what 
would make people happy in some world w where it turns out that people 
would be much better off if the greatest happiness principle was abandoned 
for good and replaced by another more rigid system of rules. If this really 
was the conclusion of an utilitarian happiness calculation of the preferences 
and psychological limitations of the people in w, and we knew, in the sense 
of being absolutely certain, that these preferences etc. could not change dra-
matically in the future, then the greatest happiness principle would indeed be 
self-defeating. In this case it would be the final act of being in accordance 
with the greatest happiness principle to defuse the very same principle as be-
ing the ruling principle of ethical considerations in world w. Hence we can 
conclude that utilitarianism is flexible in every sense of the word. 
 
(3) Virtue Ethics 

Modern virtue ethics was initiated in 1958 by Anscombe’s “Modern 
Moral Philosophy”. According to Anscombe, modern moral philosophy is no 
longer relevant to us because its most important notions like “obligation”, 
“duty” etc. are legalistic notions which require a legislator and such legisla-
tion, in turn, requires a superior being. Only in a divine law context can the 
law-like theories of utilitarianism and Kantianism make sense and this is the 
reason why, according to Anscombe, modern moral philosophy has lost 
touch with ordinary people’s moral sense. Anscombe proposes to revive the 
ancient Greek notion of eudaimonia (the good life or happiness) as Aristotle 
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conceived it. Anscombe wants an ethical theory based on the idea of virtue 
and human flourishing, and she concedes that we can not get that before we 
have a clear picture of moral psychology.  

This shift from more rule-based and action oriented ethical considera-
tions towards an ethical system which is more concerned with the cultivation 
of the virtues in order to reach a certain state of character from which human 
flourishing stems, does not make PWA superfluous. A life in accordance 
with the virtues is the good life, we are told. If the only life worth living (the 
good life) is a virtuous life, in the Aristotelian sense of it, then we would like 
to know how the virtuous person reacts in different world scenarios, before 
we endorse virtue ethics. Will the virtues always take the same form and is 
there only one recipe for the virtuous life? That is, will a virtuous person in 
our world be a virtuous person in all worlds and will the same description 
(the listing of the virtues and their function) pick out the same kind of people 
in any world scenario? 

Aristotle is quite clear on this issue. He based morality on human na-
ture and singled out one ideal way of life. In Aristotle’s picture there is one 
true morality. We must understand the unique nature of human beings (our 
function or telos) in order to see what is good for human beings. The greatest 
good for any organism is to fulfill its function and Aristotle identifies the 
function of an organism or class of organisms with the features they have 
which set them aside from other organisms. Human beings are the only be-
ings with a rational soul and it therefore follows that: 

 
[...] for man, therefore, the life according to intellect is best and pleasantest, 
since intellect more than anything else is man. This life therefore is also happi-
est [Aristotle (1984), 1178 a 6-8, p. 1862]1. 
 

Aristotle’s view on human beings is absolutistic. The happiest life is the life 
in contemplation, in the activity of theoria. How does this then influence the 
practical life of the virtuous agent? The moral virtues like friendliness, cour-
age, etc. belong, according to Aristotle, to the non-rational side of human be-
ings and as such only indirectly contribute to human happiness. To be happy 
we need to control the moral virtues through the exercise of practical wis-
dom, but how is this done? On one side Aristotle recommends his famous 
golden mean. We should choose to avoid the extremes and the mean is some-
thing relative to us, meaning relative to each human being. This suggests a 
highly flexible feature in Aristotle’s thinking. The balanced or well-rounded 
life can take many forms and shapes in different possible worlds, one might 
imagine. On the other side, it is not up to each agent to decide for him or her-
self what the mean in a given situation is. That task is given to what Aristotle 
calls the man of practical wisdom (the phronimos). The right action is the 



A Call for a Possible World Argument in Ethics 111

one the man of practical wisdom decides to be in most accordance with a ra-
tional principle and it is hard to imagine that a rational principle could differ 
over possible worlds. This brings us back to the one-sided emphasis Aristotle 
puts on our rational capacities. Given that there is one true good life and the 
man of practical wisdom knows this, then whatever flexibility he displays in 
any given situation gives way to the underlying non-flexible feature of pre-
scribing one specific way of life in all possible worlds. An action is right 
only insofar as it is in accordance with a rational principle and is good only 
insofar as it is in accordance with or promotes the highest good: the contem-
plative life. 

There is a tension in Aristotle between the context sensitivity of the 
principle of the golden mean and the judgment of the man of practical wis-
dom who, in some rather vague sense, just sees the right thing to do. And this 
“seeing the right thing to do” is not related to the situation at hand, but to a 
rational principle.  

This tension runs even deeper in modern virtue ethics. Virtue ethics is 
partly a reaction to an unhealthy tendency in modern moral philosophy to 
make rules and regulations all absorbing, at the expense of other human ac-
tivities that fall outside the scope of purely ethical considerations, but which 
we nevertheless find valuable. Wolf, for example, in her “Moral Saints” argues 
for a narrower ideal of morality where non-moral goals are given a privileged 
place or at least taken into consideration when one is to decide what is the 
best course of action for a particular person. Williams stresses the same point 
when he writes that we must always bear in mind when it comes to ethical 
considerations and evaluations of what to do, that “each person has a life to 
lead” [Williams (1985), p. 186]. This plea for elbowroom is an attempt to 
emphasise the diversity of human life where ethical considerations are only 
one part of the full picture of the good life. This suggests a highly flexible 
feature of virtue ethics where one must be sensitive to the full biographic 
story of the involved agents and the lives or life projects that these agents are 
pursuing. Viewed in this way, virtue ethics might present a complementary 
element to the flexibility found in utilitarianism by insisting that personal ide-
als or projects should be given a high weight in considerations of what to do. 

This reading of virtue ethics, however, is discouraged by most of its 
proponents. One of the original complaints from Anscombe about the sad 
state of moral philosophy was that it might oblige us to perform unjust acts. 
It is a common feature among most virtue ethicists that the principle of jus-
tice should never be violated, no matter what the consequences are. Here the 
echo from Aristotle is quite clear. The worthwhile life, in modern virtue eth-
ics, is also the life of the virtuous person and since the virtuous person would 
not be virtuous if he or she violated the virtue of justice or even considered a 
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violation of justice, then justice (no matter how one describes this virtue) 
should under no circumstances be overridden by other considerations. The 
virtuous agent is again the centre of attention and the yardstick we use in or-
der to evaluate courses of action or more general principles. Virtue ethics is 
as riddled with vagueness and unclarity as Aristotle was, when it comes to 
describing or giving a full account of the practical wisdom which the virtu-
ous person exhibits. The pull towards prescribing a universal way of life, 
however, is present among many of these writers and is given its clearest ex-
pression in McDowell’s writings.  

McDowell follows Aristotle by emphasising the virtuous person’s in-
sensitivity to the circumstances in which a given action is performed. For 
McDowell, even though the subject matter of ethical considerations is not 
suited for giving rigid rules of conduct, there will be a unique and correct 
way of responding to a given situation, which the virtuous person can grasp. 
The virtuous person has a certain knowledge, a privileged point of view, 
which enables him or her to see the right course of action since the virtuous 
person can access an ethical reality [McDowell (1979), p. 347]. The virtuous 
person interacts with this ethical reality and knowing the features of this ethi-
cal reality relieves the virtuous person of doubts about what to do. The onto-
logical status of this reality remains unclear, but McDowell asserts that this 
reality is part of the world and construed in this external sense the ethical re-
ality gives an objective yardstick for the ethical life. This ethical reality gives 
us a non-flexible set of “moral reasons” or “moral standards” which prescribe 
a single way of life from which a determined set of actions follows in a law-
like manner, and this will not differ quantified over possible worlds.  

Even though McDowell’s system of ethics is highly non-flexible, writ-
ers like Wolf and Williams place themselves on the other side of the scale. 
Other philosophers in this tradition, like Foot and MacIntyre, have cast seri-
ous doubt upon the possibility of understanding the notion of virtue in a uni-
form manner [Foot (1978), pp. 14-18 and McIntyre (1985), pp. 169-89]. 
Both are sceptical about the possibility of understanding the virtues without 
regard for the historical period in which the virtuous agent is placed or the 
desires of the agents. It might be premature to give this tradition as a whole 
the labels of either “flexible” or “non-flexible”, even though I regard the pull 
towards non-flexibility as being stronger. And readers of virtue ethics should 
be warned about this inner tension in virtue ethics. It is difficult to evaluate 
virtue ethics partly due to the subject matter, but also due to these philoso-
phers’ reluctance to specify their position in regard to its possible conse-
quences. But if we are to consider virtue ethics as a serious answer to the 
question “how are we to live our lives?” then such a specification would be 
needed.  
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III. THE POSSIBLE WORLD ARGUMENT RECONSIDERED 

 
Moral psychology, as brought to our attention by Anscombe, might 

present scope limitations on PWA. This does not represent a challenge, but 
rather a refinement PWA2. By paying careful attention to the psychological 
limitations of human beings and general characteristics of human nature, we 
might be able to spell out a relevance-relation R in our possible world model 
that enables us to single out a cluster of worlds for consideration. Intuitively 
we feel that there are numerous worlds to be considered which are logically 
possible combinations of states of affairs, but which nevertheless fail to be 
relevant to our world and our concerns. Even though logically possible but 
not relevant worlds are interesting from a meta-ethical point of view, it can 
be unpractical to consider them all when we are to decide what to do3. Fur-
thermore if we can establish a relevance-relation R to limit the scope of 
PWA, then PWA will no longer produce bizarre and far-fetched scenarios as 
counterexamples. But currently there is no widely accepted theory of human 
nature that can do this work. And if we had a wide ranging empirical investi-
gation about the moral psychology of human beings, which showed we had 
certain distinct psychological features of our moral sentiments, then there 
would still be the question of how to interpret these results4. Do we have these 
features as necessary features of our human nature or are they just contingent 
historical products that can change? Must we then conclude that we must make 
do with an unlimited scope on PWA until we have a general relevance-relation 
at hand? 

One response could be that until we can specify a relevance-relation R, 
we do best in limiting the scope of our concern to this world. So much worse 
for PWA, the response goes. I do not take this to be a real option for us. Hu-
man beings are after all intending and planning creatures. This might be an 
essential feature of our nature and it is at least an invaluable resource for us 
when we try to cope with the world. And future directed intentions imply plans 
about how to bring about certain states of affairs [Bratman (1987), pp. 128-30]. 
These states of affairs, which we plan to bring about, are just one example of 
the possible worlds we have been talking about. In our practical reasoning 
we do think about possible worlds, so to refute PWA due to the difficulties 
with finding a suitable scope limitation is to give up one of the most distinct 
features of our practical thinking. A more reasonable way to face the problem 
is to suggest that until we have a general argument about scope limitation to 
bear on the issue, we must rely on case by case considerations. That means, 
since we have no general procedure for deciding whether a possible world is 
relevant to ours, no possible world is ruled out beforehand as an unacceptable 
counterexample to a theory. Distinct arguments must be brought forth for why a 
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putative counterexample should be ruled out as irrelevant to our concerns. That 
will take some serious philosophical argument, and it will often be hard to re-
fute even some of the more strange counterexamples; but that is just the force 
of PWA. It forces us to clarify the application possibilities of our theories. 
 
 
 

IV. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

My aim in this paper has not been to evaluate the theories we have been 
dealing with in any other respect than their reaction to PWA. And I believe 
that I have grasped the main core of these theories in respect to the property 
of being “flexible” or “non-flexible”. This, however, does not imply that 
PWA settles the matter once and for all. PWA only makes a formal aspect of 
the theories surface, which, more often than not, was deeply buried inside the 
theories’ presuppositions. A Kantian, for example, who does not want his or 
her theory to be “non-flexible” can make changes in order to avoid this label. 
Nothing in PWA prevents this and we might even say that PWA invites this 
sort of move. So a Kantian theory might be able to change its basic principles 
to make it a flexible theory, but then it must also be admitted that the theory 
has strayed quite far from what we normally would call a Kantian moral phi-
losophy. If the Kantian, however, accepts the label “non-flexible” then that is 
not a knock down argument against the theory in itself, but something which 
PWA made us see more clearly. 

The force of PWA is that it remains neutral to substantial ethical ques-
tions. PWA only brings forth certain patterns, which might otherwise have 
gone unnoticed and these patterns are highly relevant for our ethical thinking. 
Since the future is not ours to see, we must at least make an effort to see how 
the theories and principles which seem to function in a satisfactory way today 
might behave in counterfactual situations. I regard it as a sort of human hu-
bris to want to limit the scope of PWA to what one at the present time re-
gards as plausible lines of historical development. The domain of permissible 
possible worlds, which can be presented as counterexamples to theories, 
should comprise a wide variety of worlds, since the influence of an ethical 
theory stretches far into the future. I am not saying, however, that we need to 
activate the whole machinery of possible worlds every time we make an ethi-
cal decision. When making decisions about what to do, we ordinarily narrow 
down the relevant world scenarios to a minimum on basis of our evidence 
about how the world works and plausible outcomes of a certain action. And 
this is how we are able to act in the heat of the moment. But it must then be 
admitted that these decisions are strongly influenced by the moral outlook 
which we have internalised and it is these moral outlooks that PWA is de-
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signed to evaluate. And in regard to the workings of ethical theories, as ar-
gued, it is much harder to narrow down a small set of possible worlds, which 
one day might be relevant. PWA gives us a technique for anticipating un-
foreseen changes and bringing forth underlying tendencies of theories, which 
might not be detectable at first glance. It should therefore be regarded as a 
valuable tool for moral thinking and critical evaluation of different moral 
outlooks in relation to possible upcoming scenarios. 

This might seem to be the end of our investigation, and in one sense it 
is. In another important sense, however, this is where it starts. For the chal-
lenge posed by PWA is not only to force moral philosophers to clarify their 
theories’ position in regard to counterfactual situations, but also to defend 
this position. A fully flexible theory is faced with the following problem. 
Given the flexibility of the theory it follows that any action can be morally 
permissible in some possible world. That conclusion leaves the flexible the-
ory deprived of any ethical content since it is not able to judge any actions as 
morally right or wrong per se. In order for a flexible theory to avoid being 
vacuous it must issue a way a relativising actions, principles and ways of life 
to our world and worlds relevant to ours. It must admit that no action or prin-
ciple is a priori wrong or right before we know which world we are talking 
about, but it also needs to tell us when an action is actually wrong and when 
an ethical principle can be endorsed. One way of doing this would be to care-
fully consider the human condition under which we live.  

Take the well-known example of sacrificing the innocent in order to 
save the many. A flexible theory can say that in some worlds where we have 
a strong notion of certainty in relation to the outcome of such an action, the 
action is permissible, but that no such certainty pertains to our world. We 
could not possibly know with certainty that the outcome of the action would 
necessarily save the many by sacrificing the one, so no such action should be 
performed in our world and worlds where the same epistemic limitations ap-
ply. This is one example of how a flexible theory can manage to construe a 
relevance-relation R in regard to a specific problem of how to act.  

The non-flexible theory is faced with a different problem. If an ethical 
theory affirms that certain ethical propositions are true in all possible worlds, 
then these are not empirical truths. Hence ethics is not an aspect of an em-
pirical reality and therefore not dependent on the contingent truths of this re-
ality. Ethics is no longer an issue about human needs and aspirations and one 
wonders what the status of ethics is? In accordance to what was the theory 
formulated and how is it supposed to function? What is the purpose or ra-
tionale of the theory? Ethics stands in danger of ascending into obscure 
realms of reality where it is out of reach for human beings. The most natural 
answer from a proponent of a non-flexible theory if one does not accept this 
conclusion, is to give up the non-flexibility of the theory on a trans-world 
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level, only to reintroduce it at a different level of analysis. A non-flexible 
theory can claim that it takes empirical evidence of human psychology into 
account and that this evidence suggests that there are essential features of our 
psyche in relation to morality that justify the rigidity of the theory. The the-
ory is not applicable in all possible worlds, but in our world and worlds in 
which the agents share our essential human nature. We would need to know 
more about these essential features and how they help us with the formula-
tion of a relevance- relation, but this does not need to be a already established 
result in order for somebody to endorse this as a research program.  

Both responses to the labels of “flexible” and “non-flexible” have made 
reference to the notions of “the human condition” and “human nature”, and 
that suggests that we should adopt Anscombe’s words as our own. Not by 
claiming, as Anscombe did, that we should give up ethics until we have a 
clear picture of moral psychology, but rather that we are in no position to 
conclusively rule out either non-flexible or flexible theories as unsuitable 
candidates for being the ethical theory we should live by until we know more 
about this question.  
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1 Note that even though there are several virtues, the capacity for a contempla-
tive life is overriding. Aristotle gives the following definition of eudaimonia “human 
good turns out to be activity of soul in conformity with excellence, and if there are 
more than one excellence, in conformity with the best and most complete” [Aristotle 
(1984), 1098a 16-18, p. 1735].  

2 There might be other scope limitations to be thought of like, for example, 
epistemological scope limitations. 

3 They are especially interesting if we want to look into the question of how far 
a non-flexible theory is willing to go, in principle, when it comes to defending the ri-
gidity of certain principles. No important consequences on a practical level need to 
follow from that, but it will tell us something about the telos of the theory. Or put dif-
ferently; if a non-flexible theory turns out to be in accordance with our needs in this 
world and worlds relevant to ours, is that just a happy coincidence or is it something 
which follows naturally from the theory? 



A Call for a Possible World Argument in Ethics 117

4 See for example Gilligan (1982) and the debate that followed in the wake of 
this book. 
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