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Abstract: Natural inclinations are at the crossroads of many distinct areas of philosophical research 

and can serve the purpose of better understanding the relationship between human nature and action. 
What the present issue focuses attention on are the normative and metaphysical dimensions of natural 

inclinations trying to shed light on what natural inclinations are and how they can play a relevant 

normative role in ethics and a criterion for identifying the good in action.  
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This special issue of Esercizi Filosofici focuses on the metaphysical and 
normative dimensions of natural inclinations. The theme of natural inclinations is 
of great interest to the contemporary ethical debate concerning attempts to ground 
the moral domain (actions, moral concepts, and moral judgments) and better 
understand the role human nature can play in ethics. Natural inclinations, in 
particular, could offer that metaphysical background, not yet sufficiently 
investigated, able to provide a criterion for identifying the good action and virtue.  
  However, the appeal to facts of human nature has been the object of several 
criticisms which deny that human nature can play a normative role in ethics. 
Moreover, the very existence of natural inclinations is questioned to the extent it 
is said that it is not sufficiently clear if there are such human tendencies toward 
ontological goods. In other words, this kind of metaphysical solution in ethics 
seems to be doomed to failure.  

Nonetheless, the classic metaethical position of Virtue Ethics, i.e. Neo-
Aristotelian naturalism, which finds in Foot and Hursthouse its main 
representatives, has tried to reconsider the notion of “form of life” to pinpoint a 
closer relationship between certain “natural” characteristics and their function. As 
already said, this kind of approach gives rise to several questions about the 
normativity of human nature and, in general, about the role that such facts can 
play for practical reason. What the present issue focuses on is exploring the topic 
of natural inclinations to shed light on the relevance of human nature in ethics. 
The study of natural inclinations, in this sense, is not much developed and 
discussed although some references could be found, for instance, in the works of 
MacIntyre, Hurtshouse, and Annas. Among the classical philosophers, whose 
Virtue Ethics is more in debt, Aristotle refers partially to natural inclinations as 
“the germs of virtue”, while a more complete formulation can be found in 
Aquinas. Furthermore, the theme of natural inclinations is also present in the 
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thought of other philosophers, such as Kant, who concordantly speak of 
dispositions similar to the inclinations inherent to human nature. The theme of 
natural inclinations, therefore, is at the crossroads of many philosophical interests 
which can bring into dialogue different ethical perspectives sharing the attempt 
to better understand the experience of action, the normativity of human nature, 
and the metaphysical dimension of ethics. As a result, the resumption of the theme 
of natural inclinations, the possibility of investigating their nature and their 
normative implications, is particularly relevant since it can highlight the 
inseparable link between metaphysical research, anthropology, and ethics.  

In his paper, Justin Matchulat deals with Aquinas’ thought on natural 
inclinations presenting the background of Aquinas’s philosophical psychology 
and metaphysics and showing how this topic sheds light on some of his key views 
in metaphysics, philosophical anthropology, and ethics. Finally, he considers the 
natural inclinations of human beings and how they specifically relate to practical 
cognition of basic goods and precepts. Maria Silvia Vaccarezza’s paper explores 
the points of contact between neo-Aristotelian naturalism and constitutivism 
concerning the relationship between teleology and normativity. Starting from 
different ethical perspectives Vaccarezza argues that these approaches have more 
in common than what it is usually thought and she provides three proposals for 
mediation between the two poles, which seem to converge on a better synthesis 
although, she argues, they do not entirely dispel the suspicion that between ergon 
and practical reason there is an irreducible hiatus. In my paper, I attempt to show 
how natural inclinations could provide a better understanding of the notion of 
“first nature” by considering it as a set of natural inclinations that from the very 
beginning mold human capacities and provide criteria for practical reason. In this 
sense, the case of the inclination to self-preservation seems able to provide a good 
instance that exemplifies the normative role first nature plays on second nature. 
Finally, Gianluca Ronca’s essay investigates the thought of Bernard Williams and 
Martha Nussbaum who have extensively reflected on the relevance of an ethical 
“feeling” that call the agent to a more precise awareness of the role of the 
emotional motions underlying decisions and character formation. By considering 
the emotion of “shame”, he highlights how the relationship between these two 
positions supports a normative justification of the use of moral inclinations as 
means of justice promoted by political communities.  
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