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Virtues and Vices Philippa Foot Philippa Foot, a renowned British philosopher, is best known for her
influential work in moral philosophy, particularly her exploration of virtues and vices. Her contributions
have significantly shaped contemporary understandings of ethics, virtue theory, and moral character. This
comprehensive article delves into the key ideas behind Foot's perspective on virtues and vices, examining
her ethical framework, influential concepts, and the enduring impact of her work in philosophy.

Introduction to Philippa Foot's Moral Philosophy

Philippa Foot (1920-2010) was a distinguished philosopher whose work bridged the gap between ancient
virtue ethics and modern moral philosophy. She challenged prevailing moral theories by emphasizing the
importance of human nature, practical reasoning, and the development of virtues as a foundation for
moral life. Her approach is often contrasted with consequentialism and deontology, as she focused on the
qualities that define a good human life—virtues—and the negative traits—vices—that undermine moral
character. Foot's insights remain influential, inspiring both academic debate and practical applications in
ethics.

Understanding Virtues in Philippa Foot's Philosophy

Definition of Virtues

In Foot's view, virtues are qualities of character that enable individuals to live well and flourish. They are
traits that contribute to human well-being and social harmony. Unlike mere habits or dispositions, virtues
are rooted in rationality and intention, guiding individuals toward morally good actions. Key features of
virtues according to Foot: - They are acquired through practice and deliberate effort. - They are linked to
human nature and our biological constitution. - They promote the well-being of both the individual and
society. - They are context-dependent but maintain general moral significance.

The Role of Human Nature in Virtue Development

Foot believed that understanding human nature is crucial for identifying virtues. For example, qualities like
honesty, courage, and temperance align with human needs and capacities. Her famous "Aristotelian"
stance emphasizes that virtues are deeply connected to what it means to be a rational and social being.
Examples of virtues in Foot's framework include: - Justice - Courage - Temperance - Honesty - Charity
These virtues are not arbitrary but are grounded in the biological and psychological makeup of humans.

The Virtue Ethics Approach

Foot's virtue ethics emphasizes moral character over rules or consequences. According to her, moral
actions stem from virtuous individuals who embody qualities that lead to a good life. Core principles of her
virtue ethics include: - Moral virtues are acquired through habituation. - Virtues are interconnected;
possessing one often supports others. - The development of virtues is a lifelong process. - Moral education
plays a vital role in cultivating virtues.
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Understanding Vices in Philippa Foot's Philosophy

Definition of Vices

Vices are traits of character that hinder human flourishing and disrupt social harmony. They are often seen
as negative counterparts to virtues, representing moral failings or harmful dispositions. Features of vices
according to Foot: - They are often acquired through bad habits or social influences. - They undermine
rationality or social cooperation. - They lead to personal suffering or societal discord. - They are
detrimental to the development of virtues.

Examples of Vices

Common vices identified in Foot's framework include: - Greed - Envy - Wrath - Lust - Gluttony -
Deceitfulness Her analysis often highlights how these vices are contrary to rational self-control and social
well-being.

The Impact of Vices on Moral and Social Life

Vices distort moral character and can cause harm to others, impairing social relationships and community
cohesion. For example, greed may lead to selfishness and corruption, while wrath can result in violence
and conflict. Understanding vices helps in developing moral education and social policies aimed at
fostering virtues and reducing negative traits.

Foot’s Critique of Other Moral Theories

Rejection of Consequentialism

Foot challenged consequentialist theories that judge morality solely based on outcomes. She argued that
virtues are essential because they form the foundation of moral judgment independent of specific
consequences.

Critique of Deontology

While appreciating some deontological ideas, Foot critiqued rigid rule-based ethics for neglecting the
importance of character and the context of actions. She believed that moral virtues are necessary for
applying moral principles effectively.

Emphasis on Moral Reality

Foot emphasized that moral truths are rooted in human nature and practical reasoning, making virtues
and vices central to understanding morality.

The Practical Significance of Virtues and Vices



In Personal Development

Understanding virtues and vices guides individuals toward self-improvement and moral maturity.
Cultivating virtues like honesty and courage promotes a fulfilling life.

In Education

Educational programs inspired by Foot’s virtue ethics aim to develop moral character through habituation,
role models, and moral reasoning.

In Society and Policy

Policies that promote social virtues—such as justice and temperance—are essential for fostering
community well-being. Conversely, addressing societal vices like corruption is vital for social stability.

Modern Relevance and Influence of Foot’s Work

Impact on Contemporary Virtue Ethics

Philippa Foot’s work revitalized virtue ethics, inspiring philosophers like Alasdair MacIntyre and Elizabeth
Anscombe. Her focus on human nature, practical reasoning, and moral character remains central to
contemporary discussions.

Applications in Ethics and Moral Psychology

Her insights influence debates on moral education, character development, and the psychological
underpinnings of moral behavior.

Relevance in Modern Society

In an era of moral relativism and ethical skepticism, Foot’s emphasis on virtues rooted in human nature
offers a robust framework for moral guidance.

Conclusion

Philippa Foot’s exploration of virtues and vices provides a rich, nuanced understanding of moral character
grounded in human nature and rationality. Her emphasis on cultivating virtues as a path to human
flourishing and social harmony continues to influence ethical theory and practice. Recognizing the
importance of virtues and vices helps individuals and societies foster moral development, promote well-
being, and build cohesive communities. As her work remains a cornerstone of virtue ethics, its relevance
persists in addressing contemporary moral challenges. Keywords: virtues, vices, Philippa Foot, moral
philosophy, virtue ethics, moral character, human nature, moral development, ethics, social harmony

Virtues and Vices Philippa Foot: An Investigation into Moral Philosophy and Practical Wisdom Philippa Foot
stands as a towering figure in contemporary moral philosophy, renowned for her rigorous analysis of
virtues and vices, as well as her influential contributions to virtue ethics. Her work challenges modern
moral theories rooted in consequentialism and deontology, advocating instead for a return to virtues as
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essential to understanding moral character and practical wisdom. This article explores Foot’s philosophical
insights into virtues and vices, examining her arguments, methodologies, and the enduring relevance of
her ideas within moral philosophy.

Introduction: The Significance of Virtues and Vices in Moral
Philosophy

Virtues and vices are foundational concepts in moral philosophy, representing the qualities that define
good and bad character respectively. Historically rooted in Aristotelian ethics, these notions emphasize
moral development, character, and the cultivation of habits that promote human flourishing (eudaimonia).
Philippa Foot's engagement with these ideas revitalized their relevance in contemporary debates, blending
ancient wisdom with modern analytic rigor. Her approach diverges sharply from purely consequentialist
frameworks, which assess morality based solely on outcomes, and from rule-based deontologies, which
emphasize adherence to moral rules. Instead, Foot foregrounds the importance of moral virtues—traits like
courage, temperance, justice, and prudence—and critiques vices that undermine human flourishing.

Philippa Foot’s Philosophical Background and Methodology

Foot's philosophical approach is characterized by a rigorous analytical style rooted in moral realism. She
seeks to ground morality in human nature and biological considerations, a stance that distinguishes her
from other virtue ethicists. Her methodology involves examining moral concepts through logical analysis,
often employing thought experiments and empirical considerations. Key influences include Aristotle,
Aquinas, and the natural law tradition. Her emphasis on biological and evolutionary perspectives
underscores her belief that virtues are rooted in human nature and necessary for survival and well-being.

The Nature of Virtues: A Return to Human Nature

Virtues as Traits Promoting Human Flourishing

Foot's conception of virtues is intimately tied to her understanding of human nature. She argues that
virtues are stable traits that enable individuals to perform their natural functions effectively, thereby
contributing to their own well-being and that of society. For instance, the virtue of courage is not merely
about facing danger but about appropriately balancing fear and confidence in situations where caution and
bravery are warranted. Similarly, temperance involves moderation in pleasures, aligning with our biological
needs and capacities.

Virtues as Practical Dispositions

Unlike rule-based ethics, which focus on adherence to moral rules, Foot emphasizes virtues as
dispositions—habits of character that guide behavior consistently across varied circumstances. These
traits are cultivated through moral education and social practice. Her classification of virtues includes: -
Cardinal virtues: prudence, justice, temperance, courage - Moral virtues: honesty, benevolence, patience -
Intellectual virtues: wisdom, understanding, good judgment Each virtue functions as a mean between
extremes, echoing Aristotle’s doctrine of the golden mean.



Vices: The Deviation from Moral Excellence

Vices are understood as destructive traits that undermine human flourishing and social harmony. Foot
categorizes vices as excesses or deficiencies of virtues, representing deviations from the virtues’ balanced
dispositions. Common vices include: - Cowardice (deficiency of courage) - Recklessness (excess of
courage) - Temperance (deficiency of moderation) - Excessive indulgence (excess of pleasure-seeking) -
Injustice (deficiency of fairness or justice) - Spitefulness (excess of malice) Her analysis emphasizes that
vices are not merely bad habits but are morally significant dispositions that impair both individual and
collective well-being.

Critique of Modern Moral Theories

Rebuttal of Consequentialism

Foot’s critique of consequentialism centers on its neglect of moral character. She argues that focusing
solely on outcomes ignores the importance of virtues as essential components of moral agency. For
instance, a purely consequentialist approach might justify actions that are intuitively wrong if they produce
favorable results, disregarding the moral significance of virtues like honesty and justice.

Rebuttal of Deontology

While deontological theories emphasize adherence to moral rules, Foot contends that such rules often lack
context sensitivity and fail to account for moral wisdom. Her emphasis on virtues provides a more nuanced
understanding, recognizing that moral judgment requires practical wisdom (phronesis) to navigate
complex situations appropriately.

Virtues, Vices, and Moral Education

Education plays a vital role in cultivating virtues and eradicating vices. Foot advocates for moral
development through socialization, reflection, and habituation. Moral virtues are not innate but developed
through practice, imitation, and deliberate effort. She emphasizes that moral education should focus on
understanding the nature of virtues, recognizing vices, and fostering good judgment. This process involves
engaging individuals with moral exemplars and encouraging reflective practice.

Contemporary Relevance and Criticisms

Enduring Impact of Foot’s Virtue Ethics

Foot's revival of virtue ethics has influenced numerous contemporary debates, especially in bioethics,
political philosophy, and moral psychology. Her emphasis on human nature and biological considerations
provides an empirically grounded foundation for moral virtues. Her critique of consequentialism has
resonated in discussions about moral dilemmas, such as euthanasia, animal rights, and social justice,
where character and intentions are central.
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Criticisms and Challenges

Despite her contributions, Foot’s approach faces criticisms: - Cultural relativity: Whether virtues are
universal or culturally specific remains contested. - Application difficulties: Translating virtues into concrete
moral guidelines can be complex. - Biological reductionism: Overemphasis on biological factors may
overlook cultural and social influences. Nevertheless, her work continues to stimulate debate, inspiring
new generations of ethicists to explore the depth and complexity of virtues and vices.

Conclusion: The Lasting Significance of Philippa Foot’s Moral
Philosophy

Philippa Foot’s exploration of virtues and vices offers a compelling alternative to dominant moral theories,
emphasizing the importance of moral character, practical wisdom, and human nature. Her insistence that
virtues are rooted in our biological and social existence underscores a holistic approach to morality—one
that recognizes the complexity of human life and the necessity of moral cultivation. Her critique of
consequentialism and deontology has challenged ethicists to reconsider the foundations of moral
judgment, advocating instead for a virtue-centered perspective that aligns moral ideals with human
nature’s realities. In doing so, Foot has contributed to a richer, more nuanced understanding of
morality—one that continues to influence philosophical discourse and practical ethics today. Her legacy
reminds us that moral virtues are not mere ideals but vital traits that shape our character, guide our
actions, and ultimately define the moral fabric of human society. As debates evolve amid contemporary
challenges, Foot's insights remain a vital touchstone for understanding what it means to live a morally
good life. In summary, Philippa Foot's investigation into virtues and vices underscores their centrality to
moral philosophy. Her emphasis on human nature, biological foundations, and character development
provides a robust framework for understanding morality that remains highly relevant. Her work
encourages ongoing reflection on how virtues can be cultivated in individuals and societies, fostering
moral excellence in a complex and ever-changing world.

Questions & Answers About virtues and vices philippa foot

No Question Answer

1 What is Philippa Foot's main Philippa Foot is renowned for her development of virtue ethics
contribution to the study of virtues | and her analysis of moral virtues and vices through a
and vices? naturalistic approach, emphasizing the importance of

character and moral virtues rooted in human nature.

2 How did Philippa Foot's view differ | Foot's approach was distinctive because she grounded moral
from other moral philosophers of virtues in human biology and nature, contrasting with more

her time? abstract or purely Kantian or utilitarian approaches,
emphasizing how virtues promote human well-being and
flourishing.
3 What is Philippa Foot's famous Foot used the example of a person who trips over a stone on
example involving a foot and a a footpath to illustrate that certain virtues, like prudence and

stone, and what does it illustrate? | attention, help us navigate the world safely, highlighting the
role of practical wisdom in moral life.




4 How does Philippa Foot define
virtues and vices in her moral
philosophy?

Foot defines virtues as traits that enable humans to achieve
their natural ends and flourish, while vices are traits that
hinder or undermine these ends, both being rooted in human
nature and functioning as dispositions.

5 What impact has Philippa Foot's
work had on contemporary virtue
ethics?

Foot's work has significantly influenced contemporary virtue
ethics by emphasizing the importance of moral virtues
grounded in human nature, inspiring later philosophers to
explore naturalistic and character-based approaches to
morality.

6 | Are Philippa Foot's ideas about
virtues and vices still relevant in
modern ethical discussions?

Yes, her emphasis on human nature, practical wisdom, and
character virtues continues to be highly relevant, especially in
debates about moral realism, practical ethics, and character
education in today’s philosophical and applied ethics
contexts.

virtues, vices, philippa foot, moral philosophy, ethical theory, virtue ethics, moral virtues, moral vices,

character traits, moral reasoning
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