
Abstract

Ethical theory examines human action in general terms, whereas moral judg-
ment takes place in particular situations. These situations often cannot be subsumed
easily under general norms and call for a delicate balance of norms and circum-
stances. I describe situations where opposing courses of action seem morally rea-
sonable and I call them states of deliberative equilibrium. I review Aristotle’s and
Kant’s conceptions of moral judgment and I offer a rule for stepping from deliber-
ation to judgment in many situations of equilibrium. 

Keywords: Moral judgment; practical wisdom; deliberative equilibrium 

There is an ambivalent relation between ethical theory and moral judgment.
Ethical theory examines the structure of human action, the nature of ethical norms
and ways of justifying them in general terms. Moral judgment and moral action
always take place in particular situations. These particular situations cannot be eas-
ily subsumed under general norms and often call for a delicate balance of norms and
concrete circumstances. Ethical theory has traditionally considered the illustration
of moral judgment and action as one of its ultimate aims. At the same time, it gen-
erally regards judgment as an elusive task, beyond the reach of theory and the direct
application of norms. 

In this paper I deal with the special nature of moral judgment and explore
aspects that place it beyond theory. First, I present examples of common situations
where the agent cannot discern the morally required action. Second, I refer to two
classical ways of dealing with this issue. I examine briefly Aristotle’s treatment of
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deliberation and judgment, and the line of thought that takes him to conclude that,
in complex particular situations, moral judgment is the outcome of an intuition. I
also deal briefly with Kant’s treatment of ethical casuistry. Under this heading he
refers to rather specific situations, but tends to handle them in a general way. I con-
sider his criticism of Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean, and his case that ultimate
judgment and action are not a moral but a pragmatic matter.  

Finally, with aid of the initial examples, I offer a criterion for stepping from
deliberation to judgment in many individual cases. This criterion has both a descrip-
tive and a normative intent. It is meant to highlight an aspect of actual deliberation
and judgment of ordinary agents, and it is presented as a morally compelling one in
many situations. While concurring with the elusiveness and the intuitive nature of
moral judgment, I believe the proposed criterion to be very relevant, especially in
what I call states of deliberative equilibrium. These are situations where, after care-
ful consideration, we end up regarding opposite courses of action as morally rea-
sonable. 

1. The difficulty of moral judgment

As a first example, suppose we regard helping people as a moral duty. This gen-
eral duty can have trivial, but also dramatic instances. Suppose a person has a close
alcoholic relative. It is conceivable, in such a case, that this person has never invest-
ed a minute of his time in keeping his alcoholic relative company. Perhaps he has
never tried to go with him to the doctor or even for a walk. We usually think there
is something wrong with this attitude.

We can also easily imagine the case in which a devoted husband or wife has
spent two decades fighting courageously against the daily degradation of his or her
spouse, trying to make life livable for their children, paying attention to the alco-
holic’s needs and whims, never departing from his or her side. It is hard to see
whether there should be a limit to the dedication given to such an ill and often self-
ish person, who is not only ruining his life, but also that of his closest family. 

It is comforting to know that the mean between steely coldness and blind devo-
tion to the drunkard could be determined by a wise man, but this will not help much
if we do not have one around. On the other hand, it is easy to see that absolute rejec-
tion of drunkards would not be acceptable as a universal law, whereas complete
submissiveness to physically violent drunkards would not make a desirable gener-
alization either. But these considerations do not seem to be of much aid when con-
fronting a difficult personal situation. Nothing seems to be of real help for a hard
individual choice. 

In a less dramatic case, suppose a professor has a professional duty, perhaps also
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a moral one, to respond to the demands of her students. If an attentive and gentle
student needs some piece of advice or simply encouragement, it seems wrong on the
part of the professor to ignore this demand completely. But some students unneces-
sarily draw personal and daily attention from their professor, regardless of her other
duties and commitments. It seems legitimate not to spend precious time, each and
every day, with such inconsiderate students. Although it is easy to consider the issue
in extreme cases, there are plenty of situations where it is not easy to draw the fine
line between attentiveness and the legitimate worry for one’s own time. 

Third, suppose we regard voting as a moral duty. Certainly, some people con-
sider not voting as a moral duty, but this need not concern us here. We are not deal-
ing with the content or the justification of norms, but with the difficulties of apply-
ing them in some particular instances. Suppose, then, a person regards voting as his
duty. It would take him one hour to fulfill this duty, it is a bit cold outside, and he
would rather spend his Sunday morning doing crosswords. As it happens, the pre-
vious evening, while trimming his nails, he also slightly cut his little finger, which
is now hurting a bit two seconds every hour. If no other fact is relevant, nothing in
his circumstances seems to override an easy application of the initial norm to his
particular situation. 

Suppose another person also regards voting as her duty. This person has been ill
all night, could only get a couple of hours of sleep, and actually has a high fever. It
would also take her one hour to go to the polls, and the cold outside would certain-
ly not do her any good. If these are the relevant circumstances, nothing seems to
prevent the common sense conclusion that she should have some hot milk and stay
peacefully in bed. 

Now, between these two cases, we can imagine plenty of intermediate situa-
tions. Beginning with the first person, we can ask ourselves: what if the little finger
hurts five seconds per hour, or if it is more than just a bit cold, or if voting took him
seventy minutes. Now considering the other person: what if she actually got three
hours of sleep, or if her fever was not that high, or if voting took her fifty minutes.
We can imagine plenty of different circumstances and situations between both
extremes, including many in which the balance of the norm and the circumstances
is not clear. The circumstances of the first person are irrelevant for the vote; the cir-
cumstances of the second person advise her to stay at home. But life is full of situ-
ations where the appeal of a prima facie duty and other duties or impending circum-
stances seems extremely close and difficult to weigh. We sometimes fulfill that
duty, whereas at other times we do not consider it to be a duty any more. 
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2. Judgment as an intuition 

Aristotle’s ethical writings offer insightful and balanced considerations on
moral judgment. He openly points out the difficulties of moral judgment and action
in some particular situations. We can keep our drunkard in mind. 

For in everything it is no easy task to find the middle [...]; any one can get angry –that
is easy– or give or spend money; but to do this to the right person, to the right extent,
at the right time, with the right motive, and in the right way, that is not for every one,
nor is it easy; wherefore goodness is both rare and laudable and noble.1

Aristotle has a fine understanding of human moral psychology. The notion of
practical wisdom (phronesis) is the key anthropological notion he resorts to in order
to account for lucid judgment and due action. Practical wisdom is an intellectual
virtue, which presupposes the direction of character towards worthy ends. The main
tasks of practical wisdom, as an intellectual virtue, are deliberation and judgment in
the light of those worthy ends rooted in character. But actual choice is ascribed by
Aristotle to moral virtue, and thus to the appetitive function of the human psyche.2
Aristotle offers an appealing conception of the intertwining of intelligence and char-
acter in moral choice. His understanding of the intuitive nature of ultimate particu-
lar choices should be assessed against this psychological and moral background. 

But this is no doubt difficult [to hit the mean], and especially in individual cases; for it
is not easy to determine both how and with whom and on what provocation and how
long one should be angry; for we too sometimes praise those who fall short and call
them good-tempered, but sometimes we praise those who get angry and call them manly
[…] But up to what point and to what extent a man must deviate before he becomes
blameworthy it is not easy to determine by reasoning, any more than anything else that
is perceived by the senses; such things depend on particular facts, and the decision rests
with perception [aisthesis]. So much, then, is plain, that the intermediate state is in all
things to be praised, but that we must incline sometimes towards the excess, sometimes
towards the deficiency; for so shall we most easily hit the mean and what is right.3

According to Aristotle, the mean is not only the object of an intuitive percep-
tion, but it is to be found sometimes in excess, and at other times in deficiency.
Moreover, as Aristotle puts it elsewhere, the mean is “relative to us” and is deter-
mined “by that principle by which the man of practical wisdom would determine
it”.4 This is a delicate way of pointing at the elusiveness of judgment. To despise
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the drunkard or to be blindly devoted to him seem both unfair, the former toward
the drunkard, the latter toward his relatives. Similarly, to neglect students or to give
any of them constant attention also seems unfair, either to the students or to the
teacher. But where is the mean? There is no rule, says Aristotle, but the judgment
of the wise man can be a good guide. 

The indeterminacy of moral judgment can also be illuminated by Aristotle’s
treatment of justice: legal justice is correspondence with a rule, but true justice or
equity demands deviation from it.

What creates the problem is that the equitable is just, but not the legally just but a cor-
rection of legal justice. The reason is that all law is universal but about some things it
is not possible to make a universal statement which shall be correct. In those cases, then,
in which it is necessary to speak universally, but not possible to do so correctly, the law
takes the usual case, though it is not ignorant of the possibility of error. And it is none
the less correct; for the error is not in the law nor in the legislator but in the nature of
the thing, since the matter of practical affairs is of this kind from the start […] For when
the thing is indefinite the rule also is indefinite, like the leaden rule used in making the
Lesbian moulding; the rule adapts itself to the shape of the stone and is not rigid, and
so too the decree is adapted to the facts.5

There is no actual formula or criterion for individual choice in hard cases. But
seeking the better way of handling issues and cultivating moral dispositions seems
the right track to balance and moderation. Even though no rule can tell us whether
or when to leave the drunkard, whether to respond to every demand of a student,
whether to cast a ballot or stay in bed, Aristotle’s account of judgment as an intu-
ition seems wise and meaningful, and can foster a desire for the mean that cannot
be conceptually grasped, but can be attained by the wise man or woman. 

3. Judgment as a pragmatic search

The other historical moment I want to consider is Kant’s ethical thought. He
also acknowledges the difficulty of judgment in particular cases, and he says that in
order to deal with it one needs to go into casuistry. But, according to Kant, casuist-
ry is not actually part of ethics. Rather it is woven into it in a fragmentary way and
is added to ethics only by way of scholia to the system.6
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Kant’s treatment of moral virtue and moral judgment starts from a radical cri-
tique of Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean. His main point is that the difference
between virtue and vice is not a matter of degree, but a matter of principle:

The distinction between virtue and vice can never be sought in the degree to which one
follows certain maxims; it must rather be sought only in the specific quality of the max-
ims [their relation to the law]. In other words, the well-known principle [Aristotle’s] that
locates virtue in the mean between two vices is false. Let good management, for
instance, consist in the mean between two vices, prodigality and avarice: As a virtue, it
cannot be represented as arising either from a gradual diminution of prodigality [by sav-
ing] or from an increase of spending on the miser’s part –as if these two vices, moving
in opposite directions, met in good management. Instead, each of them has its distinc-
tive maxim, which necessarily contradicts the maxim of the other.7

According to Kant, not only Aristotle’s principle, but also the various ancient
sayings that praise moderation contain very shallow wisdom.8 As we have seen,
Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean is intended to reflect the elusiveness of judgment,
and he takes the mean to depend upon the agent, to entail sometimes excess or defi-
ciency, and to deviate from strict lawfulness. To Kant’s mind, however, the
Aristotelian principle and the ancient sayings display very superficial wisdom pre-
cisely because they do not offer a principle for distinguishing virtue from vice. As
he says a few lines below: “For who will specify for me this mean between the two
extremes?” He thus considers Aristotle’s principle to be useless, tautological, or a
merely pragmatic rule with no moral significance.9 His critique can be better
assessed with the aid of his own examples.

If a vice is to be distinguished from a virtue, the difference one must recognize and
explain is not a difference in the degree of practicing moral maxims but rather in the
objective principle of the maxims. The maxim of greedy avarice (prodigality) is to get
and maintain all the means to good living with the intention of [using them for] enjoy-
ment. The maxim of miserly avarice, on the other hand, is to acquire as well as main-
tain all the means to good living, but with no intention of [using them for] enjoyment,
(i.e., in such a way that one’s end is only possession, not enjoyment).10

Since the maxim is different, says Kant, virtue and vice are contradictory oppo-
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sites, and there can be no gradual transition from one to the other. As he puts it in
another example, the difference between truthfulness and lying is contradictory, and
there is no middle ground. The moment where Kant acknowledges the possibility
of degrees is in the fulfillment of the duty. The duty of truthfulness can be met with
candor or reticence, and there is a certain amount of latitude between these contrary
extremes. According to Kant, it is natural to seek the mean between them, but that
is not a moral, but a pragmatic search without moral content. 

For both duties of virtue have a latitude in their application (latitudinem), and judgment
can decide what is to be done only in accordance with the rules of prudence (pragmat-
ic rules), not in accordance with rules of morality (moral rules).11

Since the difference between virtue and vice lies entirely in the principle of
action, and latitude belongs only to its pragmatic application, the mistake in the lat-
ter will be a mere fault (peccatum), but not a vice (vitium). Kant quotes Horace: “it
is a foolish wisdom, equivalent to wickedness, that seeks to be virtuous beyond the
proper measure”. And he takes this verse to be “utterly false”, for “really to be too
virtuous –that is, to be too attached to one’s duty– would be almost equivalent to
making a circle too round or a straight line too straight”.12

Now, in my opinion, Kant’s critique highlights important points and is useful to
complement Aristotle’s insights. However, it falls short of being decisive, and it
entails a degradation of moral judgment into a pragmatic matter that runs up against
moral experience. 

It is true that the difference between plain virtue and plain vice can sometimes
be described as actions with opposed principles and intentions, which make them
into different kinds of actions. Aristotle himself states that there are many wrong
actions as such, which are not to be conceived of as opposing extremes to virtuous
action. Examples of these wrong actions are envy, adultery, theft, murder.13 But the
problem of decision in hard cases remains untouched. If we think again about our
initial examples, we can admit that extreme cases, at least in part, respond to differ-
ent principles. In the first case, despising the drunkard in order not to waste time,
and total devotion to him out of cowardice, despite harming children, correspond to
rather different maxims. Both actions differ from the firm purpose of balancing
attention to him and to others. Once we focus on the moral intent, we can certainly
say that we are on the right track, and we sometimes think that we can do no more
than seek the best solution. 

Now, we are not usually comforted by this thought. Often we not only want to
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get the purpose right, but also the action. Intention is essential for morality, and
Kant is usually credited for having stressed this point most clearly. Kant contends
that, once we get the maxim and its purpose straight, there can be no conflict of
moral duties and finding the mean is a pragmatic endeavor.14 However, in the cases
of moral uncertainty we are considering, I believe that the problem of judgment and
decision continues to have moral significance after the purpose is right. This would
speak against Kant’s contention that the problem of judgment is ultimately pragmat-
ic. The moral significance of striving to act well even after the purpose is virtuous
can be seen for the following reasons. 

First, the difficulty of moral judgment is not diminished by the fact that we want
to follow the right maxim. And we describe it as a problem not only of judgment,
but of moral judgment. The experience of morality seems to concern both right
intentions and the search for a right action. Of course the wife wants to care both
for her alcoholic husband and for her children and herself. But the tragedy lies in
the fact that she is forced to draw a line when attention to the man entails too much
harm and injustice to the kids and to her. In a similar, but less dramatic way, out-
right neglect of students and neglect of other duties because of students certainly
respond, as Kant would say, to different maxims. The same can be said about the
extremes of not voting because of a small cut or going to vote with too high a fever.
But the wide range of intermediate situations seems to offer a wide space for moral
implication.

Second, we do regard those who are able to attain the mean in a wise way as
having not only keen pragmatic intelligence, but also, as Aristotle would put it,
moral vision and character. And this means that the search for the mean has a truly
moral significance. Perhaps the best way to illustrate this point is Aristotle’s under-
standing of the interdependence of practical wisdom and moral virtue. As I have
pointed out above, according to Aristotle judgment is the work of the understand-
ing through the intellectual virtue of practical wisdom, but there can be no practical
wisdom without moral virtue. In Kant’s picture, once intention is right (the task of
virtue), judgment is a pragmatic task. In Aristotle’s picture, once intention is right
(the task of virtue), judgment is the task of the understanding through practical wis-
dom. But there is no intellectual capacity of practical wisdom without its being
anchored in, and fed by, moral virtue. The workings of practical wisdom presuppose
moral virtue throughout, and it does not seem right to call them pragmatic. 

For these reasons, although the principle of action is essential, the search for the
right action, the fine line and the elusive mean –which is sometimes a tragic search–
seems a truly moral search. It is certain that we are primarily responsible for the
maxim and its purpose, but if getting the mean right did not have a fully moral
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dimension, the road to hell would not be so widely paved with good intentions, as
conventional wisdom puts it in various languages. Hell is not just a pragmatic mat-
ter.

This discussion is also significant for another moral problem: the so-called phe-
nomenon of moral luck. This problem arises when moral judgment seems essential-
ly determined by outcomes which are not under the agent’s control. Allegedly,
moral judgment is very different in the cases of murder frustrated by luck and actu-
al murder, or in the cases of negligence in looking after a child, should she drown
or not. The phenomenon of moral luck is usually taken to undermine the determi-
nation of the morality of action by intention, and Kant is brought up as the favorite
illustration of this position.15 Although I cannot argue this in full here, in my view
most instances of the phenomenon of moral luck are highly questionable. On reflec-
tion, I think we do not believe that morality depends on luck, but that our moral
judgment, for example, on frustrated murder rejoins our judgment on actual murder.
Intention is essential for morality, but I see a difference between moral judgment
and moral luck. My claim would be that, prospectively, the process toward moral
judgment has moral significance beyond intention, whereas, retrospectively, moral
judgment focuses mainly on intention. On reflection the so-called phenomenon of
moral luck mostly vanishes. 

On the other hand, Kant’s treatment of virtue and moral judgment casts further
light on the functioning of the categorical imperative. As it has been pointed out in
recent contributions, despite the broader treatment of the Groundwork and the
Critique of Practical Reason, the maxims of action are to be conceived of not only
as quite specific, but also as including the particular ends of the agents.16 It is inter-
esting to note that, in the Doctrine of Virtue in the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant rais-
es the question whether suicide could be regarded as permissible for a person bitten
by a rabid dog, who ends his life in order to avoid harming others when he goes
mad.  Although he just raises the question, he does seem to imply that committing
suicide in order to end some grief and committing suicide in order not to harm peo-
ple are completely different maxims, which would entail different outcomes when
universalized. For the same reason, lying in order to save lives seems to function as
a universal law, whatever Kant protests.17

The categorical imperative should thus consider specific situations.
Nevertheless, ultimate particulars and specifics do not appear to belong to the uni-
versalization test, but rather to demand being balanced against norms in a different
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way. Indeed, outright spite of drunkards is surely to be rejected as a universal law,
as well as outright neglect of children because of drunkards. In the same vein, pro-
fessors should rebuff neglect of students because of research, while students should
avoid inconsiderate demands on a teacher’s time.  We should reject not voting
because of a small cut, or going to the polls despite severe illness. But is the univer-
salization test of use in intermediate situations in which we strive after a delicate
balance?18 In his treatment of casuistry in the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant
describes situations that are more specific than those he deals with in the
Groundwork and the Critique of Practical Reason, such as committing suicide
when bitten by a rabid dog. However, he does not really account for the moral rel-
evance of hard individual choice. He either simply asks how should action be deter-
mined in a very specific situation; or he says that it is just a pragmatic matter.19

4. Deliberative equilibrium and moral judgment

Let us consider again our initial examples. They are intended to illustrate the
difficulty of finding the reasonable mean and of drawing the line. With the aid of
norms and the careful consideration of particulars and circumstances, we sometimes
reach a point in which the balance of judgment will not tilt. Life is full of all sorts
of situations: those in which this norm applies, those in which that norm does, and
those in which it is hard to draw a line or pass a judgment. 

In such moments, we usually understand equally well that the person involved
judges and acts one way or the other. I believe that we understand equally well that
the devoted wife gives her drunkard one more chance or starts to think about her-
self. There are cases in which it seems equally reasonable to make an extra effort
with the students or to tell them politely that you have other duties. In those cases,
it seems equally reasonable for the students to go once again to their teacher’s office
or to refrain from doing so. Similarly, it would then be equally reasonable to make
an additional effort to vote or to stay at home. I propose to call these situations states
of deliberative equilibrium.20
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Needless to say, the states of deliberative equilibrium are arrived at after very
careful consideration of all relevant factors, including the personal needs and char-
acteristics of the people involved. Depending on the case, we would expect persons
deliberating to arrive at equilibrium in different ways, and to dedicate to the process
reasonable amounts of energy and time. Whether or not to leave the drunkard cer-
tainly deserves more attention and time than deciding whether or not to vote when
feeling half sick. My point is that there are situations, whether grave or not for life,
in which we experience this moral equilibrium of pros and cons after due reflection.
I believe this to be a fact of moral life closely related to the difficulty of moral judg-
ment. 

Two criteria seem to me to be quite relevant for deliberative equilibrium. First,
in the spirit of generalization, deliberation demands that we abstract from our per-
sonal lot. Deliberation demands that we try to realize what we would think and feel
if we were the wife of the drunkard, her mother, her son, her neighbor, or the drunk-
ard himself. We are expected to put ourselves in the place of the students and the
professor; in the place of the sick person and her spouse, who had planned to go to
the polls with her.21 Second, after a certain point, it seems that small changes in the
situation –such as the drunkard getting drunk once more– will not affect our con-
sidering it as one of deliberative equilibrium. It is as if the nature of the case entailed
equilibrium. When the case is hard, we hope we can pronounce warm words with
love or friendliness. A judgment on the person facing the choice seems wrong… no
matter what she finally decides. The idea of equilibrium can precisely account for
the fact that there is a clear range in which we are to keep away from judging other
persons’ moral plights. Nevertheless, our moral life is very subtle, and refusing
judgment and action in bad cases can surely be an act of cowardice or unfairness
toward other people. It is true that a great deal of practical wisdom is needed in
order to determine the sides and the middle ground. But this is common to any
description of deliberation and judgment. A good deal of practical wisdom is
required before judgment in the Aristotelian view, and a good deal of moral sense
is also required for maxim description in the Kantian view. 

For these reasons, I take the previous description of deliberative equilibrium to
correspond to an actual feature of our moral life, whether in view of important sit-
uations, such as how to handle an alcoholic, or trivial ones, such as whether to go
to the polls when feeling half sick. The problem of moral judgment arises precise-
ly because of this feature of moral life. As we have seen, according to Aristotle there
is no rule for ultimate choice in these cases. The whole person –with his or her rea-
soning, memories, and emotions– is involved. The decision that would be taken by
the wise man or woman is better described as the outcome of some sort of intuition.
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Kant also acknowledges that there is no rule for ultimate choice. But, although he
also praises the cultivation of moral character, he deprives hard choices from moral
import: if the maxim is good, the difficulty is a pragmatic one.

Now, my proposal is that there is indeed an important rule for judgment. This
rule does not apply in all kinds of situations, but it does in a very important class,
those in which the perspective of different agents makes a difference. It is not an
intuition, but a rule. It can be put in words and concepts, and can be very useful for
those of us who cannot rely on the insights of practical wisdom, for the simple rea-
son that we have not attained this state yet. On the other hand, it is a truly moral
rule, not a pragmatic one. I believe that our common experience demands our moral
involvement not only in our maxim of choice, but also in the transition from delib-
eration to the judgments and actions urged by life. 

All persons are equal before moral laws and before the rule of law. But I believe
that we are compelled to consider agents unequal in a sense before moral judgment.
I believe the golden rule of moral judgment to be a principle of inequality. I take
this rule to be deeply embedded in our moral sense and to call for an immediate pas-
sage from deliberation to judgment. It would read somewhat as follows: 

If you are in a state of deliberative equilibrium, that is, if after due reflection upon a
moral choice you consider opposite decisions to be morally reasonable, then be
demanding with yourself and indulgent with others.

This rule of moral judgment is not at the same level as the moral rules that are
difficult to weigh against each other in view of specific circumstances. These moral
rules have positive or negative content: do not harm, take care of children, look after
the ill, attend students, respect people’s time, participate in elections, etc. As we
have seen with a few examples, we arrive at equilibrium when, after balancing
norms and circumstances, we consider opposing courses of action to be reasonable
and morally justified. The rule of judgment I have in mind does not apply when we
are reflecting explicitly or implicitly upon norms, circumstances and moral choice.
This is why it is not at the same level as those moral norms. My point is that it is
not a rule for deliberation, but a rule for judgment. It applies after we arrive at delib-
erative equilibrium, which I take to be a very common experience in the complex
and rich moral life of ordinary agents. 

The rule of moral judgment is not a rule for the judgment that this or that is an
instance in which this or that norm applies. It would be vain to talk of rules of judg-
ment in this subsumptive sense, because we could then ask for the rule for the appli-
cation of the rule of judgment and so on. Moral deliberation surely entails many
judgments of this sort: this person is so and so, that action would be a case of so
and so, etc. On the contrary, the rule of moral judgment does not assert that this or
that is a case of so and so. My proposal is twofold: (1) moral deliberation, which no
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doubt includes many judgments of subsumption, often entails equilibrium; and (2)
we are compelled to undo equilibrium by being more demanding with ourselves
than with others. 

The rule of judgment I propose does not apply in all cases of moral indecision
because it is not always a question of being demanding or not. But many moral deci-
sions in ordinary life concern this kind of reflection; the Aristotelian idea of locat-
ing virtue in a mean, for instance, responds in great measure to this kind of concern.
In these cases, the application of the rule is not difficult. If you have an alcoholic
relative, and you think you have already done everything you could possibly do, and
you honestly believe that it would be reasonable both to give him one last chance
and to start putting some distance between you and him, then give him one last
chance. But, under the same circumstances, if you are not the person in such situa-
tion, tell her from the bottom of your heart that she has already done everything that
could be expected of her. In rather trivial cases, suppose that you think that in a cer-
tain situation it would be reasonable for a professor both to dedicate more time to a
student or to save time for other things. Then, if you are the professor, spend a lit-
tle more time with the student, whereas, if you are the student, simply realize that
your teacher has already been very helpful and generous with her time. Finally, sup-
pose a person is half sick and considers whether or not to leave the house in order
to vote. If you are that person, then why not say: “I’m not feeling that bad. Let’s cast
a ballot and come back right away”. But, if you are her spouse: “Come on! Take
some hot milk and stay at home reading the paper. I will be right back for lunch”.

What is the justification of this rule of moral judgment? I cannot provide one.
This article has dealt with the difficulty of moral judgment. After reviewing
Aristotle’s and Kant’s approaches, I have described what I call the phenomenon of
deliberative equilibrium, and I have argued that in many situations agents are com-
pelled to judge and to undo equilibrium by being demanding with themselves and
indulgent with others. Why so? So far I have only tried to show the plausibility of
this rule and to illustrate the way it works. Whether it can be rationally justified or
not is another story. So far I would only claim that this rule of moral judgment in
states of deliberative equilibrium is as pervasive, as appealing, and as difficult to
justify as the idea of impartiality and related criteria for moral norms such as the
golden rule or the categorical imperative. 
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