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Understanding what makes a person morally good is a central concern in ethical philosophy, and the

Cohen text offers a nuanced exploration of the qualities that distinguish morally commendable

individuals. In this discussion, we will examine the characteristic marks identified by Cohen that define

a morally good person. These marks are not merely superficial traits but embody deep virtues and

dispositions that guide moral behavior consistently across different contexts. By analyzing these

characteristic marks, we can better appreciate the qualities that foster moral integrity and contribute to

the well-being of society.

Core Characteristic Marks of a Morally Good Person According

to Cohen

Cohen emphasizes that moral goodness is not a matter of isolated actions but involves a constellation

of traits that manifest in a person's character and habitual dispositions. These traits enable individuals

to respond morally across varied situations, demonstrating integrity, justice, compassion, and other

virtues. Below are the primary characteristic marks Cohen discusses.



1. Virtue of Moral Excellence

A morally good person is characterized by possessing and cultivating virtues, which are stable

dispositions to act rightly and feel appropriately.

Virtuous Dispositions: Traits such as honesty, courage, temperance, and justice that are

ingrained in the individual’s character.

Habitual Behavior: Acting consistently according to these virtues, not just occasionally or out of

obligation.

Inner Moral Attitude: A genuine commitment to doing good, not merely superficial compliance

with moral rules.

Cohen stresses that virtues are central because they shape a person’s character over time, making

moral goodness a matter of who they are, not just what they do.

2. Practical Wisdom (Phronesis)

Another characteristic mark is possessing practical wisdom, or phronesis, which enables a person to

make morally sound judgments in complex situations.

Discretion: The ability to discern the morally relevant features of a situation.1.

Balancing Conflicting Values: Judging when and how to prioritize different virtues or moral2.

considerations.



Context-Sensitivity: Applying general moral principles appropriately to particular circumstances.3.

Cohen highlights that practical wisdom is vital because moral life often involves navigating nuanced

and conflicting demands, requiring more than rigid rule-following.

3. Compassion and Empathy

A morally good person demonstrates genuine concern and sensitivity toward others, which manifests

as compassion and empathy.

Understanding Others’ Perspectives: Recognizing and appreciating the feelings, needs, and

circumstances of others.

Willingness to Help: Acting to alleviate suffering or support others when possible.

Emotional Engagement: Feeling appropriate emotional responses that motivate moral actions.

According to Cohen, empathy fosters moral connection and motivates acts of kindness, justice, and

charity.

4. Integrity and Consistency

Morally good persons exhibit integrity, meaning their moral principles are genuine and consistently

applied across different situations.



Honesty and Truthfulness: Being truthful in words and actions.1.

Consistency: Aligning actions with moral convictions even when it is inconvenient or2.

disadvantageous.

Authenticity: Acting in accordance with one’s true moral values, not superficial or hypocritical.3.

Cohen emphasizes that integrity builds trust and reflects the coherence between one’s moral beliefs

and behaviors.

5. Justice and Fairness

A morally good individual demonstrates a commitment to justice, fairness, and respect for others’

rights.

Respect for Others: Recognizing the inherent dignity of every person.

Fair Treatment: Distributing benefits and burdens equitably.

Advocacy for Justice: Standing against unfair practices and supporting social justice.

Justice as a moral trait ensures that personal virtues are extended to social and institutional contexts,

fostering societal harmony.



6. Courage and Moral Fortitude

Cohen notes that moral goodness often requires courage—the strength to stand up for what is right

despite risks or opposition.

Standing Up for Principles: Defending moral values even when unpopular or dangerous.1.

Resisting Temptation: Withstanding pressures to act immorally.2.

Moral Resilience: Persisting in moral commitments over time.3.

Courage supports moral integrity, especially in challenging circumstances where moral compromise

might be tempting.

7. Humility and Self-Reflection

A morally good person practices humility, acknowledging their limitations and engaging in ongoing self-

examination.

Recognizing Fallibility: Understanding that one can err and being open to correction.

Seeking Moral Improvement: Continually reflecting on one’s actions and motives.

Modesty: Avoiding arrogance and recognizing the worth of others’ perspectives.



Humility allows moral individuals to grow and deepen their virtues over time.

Additional Considerations in Cohen’s View

While the above characteristic marks form the core of Cohen’s discussion, he also emphasizes certain

broader themes and attributes that contribute to moral goodness.

1. Moral Motivation

It is not enough to possess virtues; a morally good person must also be motivated by the right

reasons—genuinely caring about doing good rather than acting out of self-interest or superficial

motives.

Desire to promote the well-being of others.

Internalized commitment to moral values.

Disinterest in personal gain when it conflicts with moral principles.

2. Moral Consistency and Coherence

Moral goodness involves a coherent integration of virtues, motivations, and actions, forming a

harmonious moral character.



3. Commitment to Moral Development

Cohen recognizes that moral excellence is a continual process; good persons are committed to

ongoing moral growth and self-improvement.

Conclusion: The Integrated Portrait of a Morally Good Person

Drawing from Cohen’s insights, a morally good person embodies a constellation of characteristic

marks that include virtues like honesty, courage, justice, and compassion; the possession of practical

wisdom; integrity and consistency; humility; and a genuine motivation to do good. These traits are

interconnected, reinforcing one another to create a moral character that is resilient, authentic, and

committed to moral excellence.

Ultimately, Cohen’s perspective underscores that moral goodness extends beyond mere adherence to

rules or isolated acts. Instead, it involves cultivating a moral personality—one marked by virtues,

wisdom, empathy, and integrity—that guides consistent and compassionate action across diverse

circumstances. Recognizing these characteristic marks helps us understand the ideal of moral

excellence and provides a blueprint for personal moral development.

By striving to embody these traits, individuals can contribute meaningfully to the moral fabric of their

communities and lead lives that exemplify true moral goodness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some key characteristics that define a morally good person



according to the Cohen text?

According to the Cohen text, some key characteristics include virtues such as honesty, compassion,

integrity, and a sense of justice, which collectively reflect moral goodness.

How does Cohen describe the role of intentions in determining moral

goodness?

Cohen emphasizes that sincere intentions rooted in moral values are essential characteristics of a

morally good person, distinguishing genuine goodness from superficial actions.

Are consistency and steadfastness considered characteristic marks of

a morally good individual in Cohen's analysis?

Yes, Cohen highlights that consistent moral behavior and steadfastness in ethical principles are

important marks of a morally good person.

What does Cohen suggest about empathy and kindness as

characteristic marks?

Cohen regards empathy and kindness as fundamental characteristics, reflecting a person's capacity to

care for others and act compassionately.

Does Cohen discuss the importance of humility in the characteristics

of a morally good person?

Yes, humility is considered a key characteristic, as it enables individuals to recognize their limitations

and remain open to moral growth.

According to Cohen, how do moral virtues like honesty and fairness



serve as characteristic marks?

Moral virtues such as honesty and fairness serve as markers of moral goodness because they

demonstrate a person's commitment to ethical principles in their actions.

What is Cohen's view on the role of self-control and discipline in moral

character?

Cohen views self-control and discipline as crucial characteristics that help individuals resist temptations

and act in accordance with moral values consistently.

Additional Resources

Characteristic Marks of a Morally Good Person According To Your Reading In The Cohen Text

In the realm of moral philosophy, understanding what constitutes a morally good person remains a

central and enduring inquiry. The Cohen text, a seminal work in contemporary ethical discourse, offers

a nuanced examination of the traits and qualities that collectively define moral goodness. This

exploration not only delineates specific characteristics but also underscores the interconnectedness of

virtues, virtues’ role in moral development, and the contextual factors influencing moral behavior. In

this comprehensive review, we will delve into the characteristic marks of a morally good person as

articulated by Cohen, analyzing their philosophical foundations, practical implications, and the debates

surrounding their interpretation.

Foundations of Moral Character in Cohen’s Philosophy

Cohen’s approach to morality emphasizes the importance of character virtues—traits that are cultivated

through habituation and reflection. Unlike purely consequentialist or rule-based frameworks, Cohen

advocates for an Aristotelian-inspired virtue ethics perspective, where moral goodness is rooted in the



development of an individual's character over adherence to rules or the calculation of outcomes. This

perspective underscores that being morally good is not merely about performing right actions but

embodying a set of enduring virtues that guide one's choices and interactions.

Central to Cohen’s thesis is the idea that moral qualities are manifest in a person’s

dispositions—patterns of emotion, thought, and action—that align with moral ideals. These qualities

serve as internal markers that distinguish morally commendable individuals from others who may

occasionally act rightly but lack the consistent moral orientation.

Characteristic Marks of a Morally Good Person

Cohen identifies several key traits that collectively characterize a morally good person. While these

traits are interconnected, each plays a distinct role in shaping moral integrity and virtue. Below, we

explore these characteristic marks in detail.

1. Virtuous Dispositions

At the core of Cohen’s characterization is the possession of virtues—traits such as honesty, courage,

compassion, temperance, and justice. These virtues are not merely behaviors but ingrained

dispositions that influence how a person perceives and responds to moral situations.

- Habituality: Virtues are developed through repeated practice, transforming them into stable parts of

one’s character.

- Contextual Sensitivity: A morally good person recognizes the importance of context, understanding

that virtues may sometimes conflict and require prudent judgment.

- Consistency: Virtuous dispositions manifest across various situations, indicating a stable moral

character rather than momentary acts.



2. Practical Wisdom (Phronesis)

Cohen emphasizes that a morally good person possesses practical wisdom, which enables them to

apply virtues appropriately in complex, real-world scenarios.

- Discerning the right course of action: Practical wisdom involves balancing conflicting virtues and

considering the specific circumstances.

- Moral judgment: It guides the individual in choosing actions that promote moral excellence and avoid

harm.

- Flexibility and prudence: A wise person adapts moral principles to particular situations, avoiding rigid

rule-following.

3. Emotional Virtue and Moral Sensitivity

A morally good individual demonstrates emotional qualities aligned with moral values.

- Empathy and Compassion: The capacity to genuinely understand and share others’ feelings.

- Moral Sensitivity: An acute awareness of moral issues in diverse contexts.

- Proper emotional responses: Feeling appropriate emotions—such as remorse, gratitude, or

indignation—when confronted with moral situations.

4. Commitment to Moral Principles

While Cohen recognizes the importance of situational judgment, he also notes that morally good

persons have a firm commitment to core moral principles and values.

- Integrity: Consistency between moral beliefs and actions.

- Moral motivation: The desire to act morally, not merely out of obligation but from genuine conviction.



- Resilience: Maintaining moral commitments even under challenging circumstances.

5. Moral Courage

Cohen highlights that a morally good person demonstrates the courage to stand up for what is right,

even when faced with opposition or risk.

- Defending justice and truth: Willingness to confront injustice.

- Overcoming fear or social pressure: Acting according to moral convictions despite potential negative

consequences.

- Persistent moral effort: Continual striving for moral improvement.

6. Humility and Self-awareness

An often overlooked but vital trait is humility—the recognition of one's moral limitations and openness to

growth.

- Self-examination: Regular reflection on one’s motives and actions.

- Acceptance of fallibility: Acknowledging mistakes and seeking to correct them.

- Receptiveness to moral learning: Being open to feedback and new moral insights.

Interrelation of Character Traits and Moral Development

Cohen stresses that these characteristic marks do not exist in isolation; rather, they form an integrated

moral profile that develops through life experiences, education, and deliberate cultivation.



Virtue as a Holistic Moral Identity

The development of virtues is a lifelong process, involving:

- Practicing moral behaviors: Repeated actions reinforce virtues.

- Cultivating moral emotions: Fostering feelings that support moral values.

- Engaging in moral reflection: Critical thinking about one’s motives and principles.

Role of Moral Education and Community

Cohen emphasizes that moral development is facilitated by social environments that nurture virtues,

such as families, educational institutions, and communities that model and reinforce moral standards.

- Role models and mentors: Influential figures who exemplify virtues.

- Moral dialogue: Engaging in conversations that challenge and refine moral understanding.

- Shared moral practices: Participating in communal activities that promote moral growth.

Debates and Challenges in Defining Moral Goodness

While Cohen provides a comprehensive picture of the characteristic marks of a morally good person,

his framework invites ongoing debate.

1. The Role of Moral Relativism vs. Universalism

- Critics argue whether virtues are universal or culturally relative.

- Cohen advocates for certain core virtues but recognizes cultural variability.



2. Virtues vs. Rules

- Some debate whether virtue ethics can adequately address complex moral dilemmas traditionally

handled by rule-based systems.

- Cohen’s emphasis on practical wisdom seeks to bridge this gap.

3. The Possibility of Moral Perfection

- Is it realistic to aspire to embody all these virtues fully?

- Cohen suggests moral striving is an ongoing journey rather than a fixed destination.

Conclusion: The Living Moral Person

According to Cohen, a morally good person embodies a constellation of characteristic marks—virtues,

practical wisdom, emotional sensitivity, moral commitment, courage, humility—that coalesce into a

moral identity. These traits are cultivated over time and are expressed through consistent, contextually

appropriate actions. Recognizing these marks helps us understand moral excellence not as mere

compliance with rules but as an integrated moral personality actively engaged in the pursuit of the

good.

While perfect moral character may be an aspirational ideal, Cohen’s framework encourages continuous

moral growth, emphasizing that moral goodness is a dynamic, lived reality rather than a static state.

The characteristic marks serve as guiding principles for personal development and moral reflection,

inspiring individuals to embody virtues that contribute to both personal integrity and societal well-being.

In sum, Cohen’s exploration of moral character invites us to look inward and consider how our

dispositions, judgments, emotions, and commitments shape our moral lives, urging us toward a more

deliberate cultivation of the virtues that define a morally good person.
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