THE PRIVATION THEORY OF
THE VICES
Virtues and vices are very widely and naturally regarded as what Aristotle called hexeis – i.e., roughly, as character
traits. However, recent empirical findings seem to show that agents rarely or never have or act on hexeis, creating a
problem for standard forms of virtue ethics. After surveying the traditional account of hexeis and this recent challenge to it, I sketch out and defend what I call the privation theory of the vices. The privation theory, I argue, allows
the virtue ethicist to accept the non-widespreadness of hexeis at a relatively low theoretical cost. More specifically, on
the privation theory, the claim that agents rarely instantiate hexeis turns out to be equivalent to a moderate form of
pessimism about our current moral situation.
Av Sivert Thomas Ellingsen1

A

ccording to a strain of thought influential in both ancient and contemporary virtue ethics, the virtues are
hexeis (singular hexis), a Greek word often translated as
“character traits.” Most of this influence is due to Aristotle,
who argues for this claim in the fifth chapter of the second
book of the Nicomachean Ethics. It has also carried over
into the contemporary revival of virtue ethics. Rosalind
Hursthouse, for instance, gives “moral character” and
“character traits” a central place in her version of virtue
ethics (Hursthouse 1999:1 et passim).
On the traditional account, hexeis have four features
that are especially worth noting here. Firstly, a hexis is a
certain kind of relation that a subject bears to his emotions.
More specifically, it is, roughly, the relation a subject bears
to an emotion when he feels it “too much,” “too little,” or
in just the right “amount.” As Aristotle puts it, hexeis are
“the things in virtue of which we stand well or badly with
reference to the passions” (Aristotle 1908:1105b). As the
scarce quotes indicate, we shouldn’t take this quantitative
language (“too much,” etc.) too literally. If we do take it
too literally, we may get the impression that, e.g., standing
well in relation to anger involves constantly feeling a certain “right amount” of anger which it is appropriate to feel
all the time, regardless of one’s present circumstances. But
this is clearly false. Clearly, e.g., the amount of anger that
is called for when I see a gross injustice is not the same
amount that is called for when I see a beautiful painting.
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So, feeling the “right amount” of anger, in the sense that
interests us here, also involves feeling the right quantity
of anger on the right occasions or in response to the right
things. (It may also involve feeling the right quality of anger on the right occasions, on the not-implausible claim
that anger comes in qualitatively different kinds.)
Thus, a hexis is individuated by the emotion to which
the subject is related and the nature of that relation: Two
hexeis are one and the same just in case both the emotion
and the nature of the relation are the same. Cowardice and
bravery, for example, are distinct. The emotion — fear —
is the same, but the relation is different: Cowardice involves feeling too much of it, while bravery involves feeling
the right amount of it. On the traditional account, a virtue
just is a hexis that involves feeling the right amount of a
certain emotion, while a vice just is a hexis that involves
feeling it in some other amount (i.e., feeling it either too
much or too little).
Secondly, hexeis typically issue in certain kinds of conduct. Bravery, for example, is the (virtuous) hexis that involves feeling the right amount of fear, and there is a characteristically brave way to behave on, say, a sinking ship,
typically involving things like helping to rescue other passengers, not pushing people overboard to get to the lifeboats more quickly, and so forth. I say that hexeis typically
issue in certain kinds of conduct because external circumstances can sometimes prevent a virtuous (or vicious!) agent
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from behaving in a characteristically virtuous (or vicious)
way: If Bob is trapped in his cabin on the sinking ship, he
isn’t rescuing anyone, no matter how brave he is. In such a
case, we might say that Bob’s brave hexis has been blocked
by external circumstances.
Thirdly, hexeis and the conduct in which they issue are
(at least when speaking of the sorts of hexeis we are interested in here) global and context-independent in a certain
sense. Given that Alice is brave, we can predict how she
will behave across a wide variety of “bravery-relevant” situations. To wit, she can typically be relied on to act bravely in any situation that calls for it. Alice will not only
be brave on a sinking ship, but equally so in a foxhole,
at a business meeting where an unpleasant topic must be
broached, or what have you. When I say that hexeis are
context-independent, I do not mean that the virtuous and
practically wise person isn’t sensitive to the particularities
of the situations he finds himself in. On the contrary, the
fact that he is sensitive in this way is a big part of what
makes him a virtuous and practically wise person at all.
Rather, it simply means that a hexis will tend to issue in
its typical conduct in all situations where that conduct is
called for, and not merely some: Being brave only under
certain circumstances is not the same thing as being brave,
full stop.
Finally, hexeis are stable and deep-seated. They are usually acquired through long habituation, and are hard to
change or get rid of once entrenched in a person: A coward
doesn’t usually become brave overnight, nor vice versa.
Traditional, “hexistic” virtue ethics has recently come
under attack in a series of papers advocating situationism,
notably (Harman 2000) and (Doris 1998). A series of psychological experiments, they argue, show that people usually do not have the sorts of global, consistent patterns of
behavior we would expect from agents with hexeis. Doris
describes a representative example:
Imagine a person making a call in a suburban
shopping plaza. As the caller leaves the phone
booth, along comes Alice, who drops a folder full
of papers that scatter in the caller’s path. Will the
caller stop and help before the only copy of Alice’s
magnum opus is trampled by the bargain-hungry
throngs? Perhaps it depends on the person: Jeff, an
entrepreneur incessantly scheming about fattening
his real estate holdings, probably won’t, while Nina,
a political activist who takes in stray cats, probably
will. Nina is the compassionate type; Jeff isn’t. In
these circumstances we expect their true colors to
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show. But this may be a mistake, as an experiment
conducted by Isen and Levin (1972) shows. There,
the paper-dropper was an experimental confederate. For one group of callers, a dime was planted
in the phone’ s coin return slot; for the other, the
slot was empty. Here are the results (after Isen and
Levin 1972:387):
		
Helped Did not help
Dime
14
2
No dime 1
24
If greedy Jeff finds the dime, he’ll likely help; if
caring Nina doesn’t, she very likely won’t (Doris
1998:504).
As Doris goes on to note, this experiment is only one
of many which suggest that human behavior is often determined by external and sometimes seemingly trivial factors. (Another, more infamous example is the Milgram experiment, in which experimental subjects were convinced
to administer what they believed to be lethal shocks to
what they believed to be other experimental subjects.2) As
he also notes, the outcomes of these experiments have widely been taken to show that we should be skeptical about
whether character traits (read: hexeis) are instantiated anywhere near as widely as we tend to think, or at least about
whether they are as useful for explaining human action as
we also tend to think. After all, the context-independence
criterion given above seems to entail that conduct that
proceeds from hexeis will not be dependent on such external factors: If Bob finds himself on a sinking ship and
seems to act bravely, but would not have acted bravely if
the chief mate’s shirt was of a darker color, then Bob is
not brave.
I have been deliberately vague about exactly what sorts
of theoretical conclusions are licensed by these findings. I
will, if only for the sake of argument, take it for granted
that they do commit us to some sort of skepticism about
hexeis, but skepticism about hexeis can take at least four
forms. They are, in increasing order of severity:
•

•
•
•

Hexeis, though they may be widespread, are al		
ways or usually blocked (in the technical sense
introduced above).
Hexeis are quite rare.
Hexeis are uninstantiated.
Hexeis are necessarily uninstantiated, i.e. impos		
sible to attain.
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For the moment, I will not adjudicate between which
of these claims is best supported by the situationist experiments.3 Rather, I will simply take the situationists’ first
claim to be the disjunction of these four, and call that
claim No Hexeis.
From No Hexeis plus the doctrine that virtues and vices (if such there be) are hexeis, the situationists infer their
second, big claim, which I call No Virtues or Vices. Like
No Hexeis, I will treat No Virtues or Vices as a four-part
disjunction, stating that virtues and vices are either blocked, rare, uninstantiated, or impossible.
It may be worth noting that Doris does not explicitly
go in for No Virtues or Vices (or any particular disjunct of
it). Rather, he focuses almost entirely on how No Hexeis
entails skepticism about the virtues. (By my count, “vice”
and related words appear only four times in his (1998),
while “bad person” or “bad character” appear three times.)
But given the traditional account, what he says seems to go
for the vices as well. My guess is that Doris focuses on the
virtues on the assumption that a “No Virtues” claim is just
as devastating for virtue ethics as is No Virtues or Vices.
As I shall soon argue, this is a mistake. And Harman, on
his part, does explicitly go in for No Virtues or Vices:
It seems that ordinary attributions of character
traits to people are often deeply misguided, and it
may even be the case that there is no such thing as
character, no ordinary character traits of the sort
people think there are, none of the usual moral
virtues and vices. (Harman 2000:165, emphasis
mine.)
Now, none of the disjuncts of No Virtues or Vices seem to
be strictly incompatible with virtue ethics; accepting both
does not seem to lead to any direct contradictions. Still, it
certainly does not sit well with virtue ethics: If virtues and
vices are impossible, rare, uninstantiated, or blocked, then
it seems that virtue ethics can at best be trivially true.
Here, I want to outline and defend one way of blocking the inference from No Hexeis to No Virtues or Vices.
I will do this with the help of what I call the privation
theory of the vices, to which we now turn.
1. The privation theory of the vices
Why regard the vices as hexeis if we regard the virtues as
such? Presumably on the intuition that virtues and vices
are similar sorts of things. But while virtues and vices are
similar sorts of things in one sense, there is another sense
in which they are opposites. Further, there is more than
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one way for two things to be similar. By way of analogy,
heat and cold are similar sorts of things (in one sense—but
also opposites in another), but this does not mean that if
heat is molecular vibration, then cold must be molecular vibration too. Rather, cold is the absence of molecular
vibration.
What I want to suggest is that a very similar thing is
true of the vices: Having a certain vice is not (necessarily)
to have a certain bad hexis, but simply to lack a good one,
i.e. to lack a certain virtue. For example, since bravery is a
virtue, non-bravery is a vice. In order to count as vicious
with respect to one’s fear, it is enough to lack bravery;
there’s no need for a bad hexis with respect to fear, such
as cowardice or rashness, on top of the lack of a good one.
On the privation theory, the virtues are taken as basic,
while the vices are defined and individuated in terms of
them. So again, the corresponding vice of the virtue of
bravery is non-bravery. This doesn’t mean that rashness
and cowardice, traditionally held to be the contraries of
bravery, aren’t vices after all; it just means that they are
distinct species of the genus non-bravery, insofar as they
are both particular ways in which one can fail to be brave.
On the privation theory, we get our inventory of cardinal
or generic vices by taking the inventory of cardinal or generic virtues and negating it: Justice becomes non-justice,
generosity becomes non-generosity, and so on. (This raises
the question of what makes a virtue cardinal or generic.
I won’t try too hard to answer this question here, both
because it is a difficult question and because nothing I say
here seems to me to turn on exactly how we answer it.)
And again, the traditional vices (i.e., the bad hexeis) are
species of these generic vices. To determine which generic
vice a specific vice belongs under, we find out which generic vice whose possession it entails (i.e., which generic
virtue whose non-possession it entails). For example, “Bob
is a coward” entails “Bob is not brave,” so cowardice is a
species of non-bravery. (It is also worth noting the possibility that some vices may be “polymorphously perverse”—
that is, they may entail the lack of more than one virtue.)
Hence, the privation theory is quite compatible with
the existence of vicious hexeis and the doctrine of the golden mean (DGM). On the privation theory, there are the
“traditional” vices, which involve having a hexis that fails
to hit the virtuous mean, and then there are the vices that
involve having no hexis whatsoever. I will call this last
category “mere non-virtue.” So, for bravery, we have its
traditional corresponding vices, cowardice and rashness,
and then we have “mere non-bravery.” Whereas rashness
and cowardice consist in having the wrong hexis in rela-
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tion to fear, mere non-bravery consists in having no hexis
whatsoever in relation to it. Almost by definition, mere
non-bravery will be a much more behaviorally heterogeneous category than rashness or cowardice: People who just
lack a consistent and deep-seated way of handling their
fear will almost invariably handle their fear in a wider
variety of ways than people who do have such a way of
handling their fear, be it vicious or virtuous, much as a
randomly generated series of letters will almost invariably
lack the sorts of patterns we find in a syntactically correct
English sentence. (Almost invariably, but not always. Just
as a sufficiently large number of randomly generated letters is very likely to contain the complete text of War and
Peace, so a sufficiently large group of hexis-less agents is
likely to contain some agents who act exactly as if they had
a certain hexis.)
While the privation theory is compatible with the
DGM, it does strongly suggest a revision to another aspect
of traditional Aristotelian virtue ethics. Aristotle distinguishes vice from two other kinds of morally undesirable
character states, incontinence and brutishness (Aristotle
1908:1145a). On the privation theory, however, incontinence and brutishness turn out to be vices (more specifically mere non-virtues), since they both entail a lack of
virtue. But this, I think, is plausibly a benefit rather than
a cost, at least if virtue ethics’ concept of vice is supposed
to track our intuitive everyday understanding of that concept: My (anecdotal) impression is that in everyday usage,
“vice” is usually used as an umbrella term for all morally
bad character states, not as a term for a particular variety
of such states.
Now, this might also be thought to have another, more
troubling corollary: If incontinence is a vice, then it seems
that mere continence (enkrasia) must be a virtue. But on
closer inspection, I don’t think this follows: Even if lacking
a certain property is a vice, I see no reason to automatically
think that that property is a virtue. After all, the privation
theory states that lacking a certain virtue entails having
the corresponding vice, not that lacking a certain vice entails having the corresponding virtue. To make the latter
claim is to accept a privation theory of the virtues rather
than a privation theory of the vices — i.e., the theory that
having a certain (cardinal or generic) virtue fundamentally
just is to lack a certain (cardinal or generic) vice. But the
privation theory of the virtues is not only not entailed by
the privation theory of the vices—the two also seem to be
logically incompatible. After all, to accept both theories
would be to define the vices in terms of the virtues and the
virtues in terms of the vices, which seems to land us with a
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kind of vicious circularity.
Having introduced the privation theory of the vices, I shall
now try to answer some possible objections to it.
If the privation theory is true, then it would seem that
the distinction between virtue and vice is exhaustive, at
least with respect to agents. In other words, since, by the
Law of Excluded Middle, everything is either virtuous or
non-virtuous, the privation theory seems to entail that
every act, habit, character trait, and so on is either virtuous
or vicious. But that doesn’t seem right, as there can apparently be morally neutral acts, character traits, and habits.
Suppose, e.g., that Alice prefers blue M&Ms to red ones.
Is Alice’s preference virtuous or vicious, all things considered? To even ask this question, it seems, is to show how
absurd it is: Alice’s preference in M&Ms just doesn’t look
like the sort of thing that can be evaluated morally.
But this objection arguably rests on a caricature. The
privation theory need not say that any old non-virtuous
thing is bound to be vicious. The computer on which
I’m writing this certainly isn’t virtuous, but it isn’t vicious
either.4 Some things, such as agents, can sensibly be evaluated for virtue or vice, while others, such as computers,
cannot, and it is only for the first group that non-virtue
entails vice. But perhaps it isn’t only computers that
belong in the second group—perhaps some acts, habits,
or character traits, such as a certain preference in M&Ms,
belong there too. If so, the non-virtuousness of Alice’s preference in M&Ms will not entail that Alice’s preference in
M&Ms is a vice. To be sure, and as already stated, subjects
can be evaluated for virtue and vice. But this doesn’t entail
that every aspect of a subject’s personality can therefore
also be evaluated for virtue or vice; to make that inference
is to commit the fallacy of composition—to invalidly infer
“every proper part of X is F” from “x is F.” By analogy, the
Chartres Cathedral’s being a church does not entail that
each of the bricks it is made of is also a church. Similarly,
then, the fact that we can evaluate an agent’s personality
for virtue or vice does not entail that we can evaluate every
part or aspect of that agent’s personality for virtue or vice.5
A related objection is this. Suppose Bob the brave
finds himself in a situation that does not call for bravery.
Being practically wise, Bob realizes that the situation is
non-bravery-relevant, and therefore does not exercise his
bravery. So, given the privation theory, Bob’s behavior has
been non-brave, and therefore apparently vicious. But that
seems absurd.
I think this objection can be answered in much the
SIVERT THOMAS ELLINGSEN
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same way as the previous one. There simply is no such
thing as being brave in a non-bravery-relevant situation, so
it makes no sense to evaluate an agent’s behavior in such a
situation for bravery. Thus, Bob’s behavior is non-brave all
right, but it is not non-bravery of the vicious variety, much
as Alice’s preference in M&Ms is non-virtuous without
being vicious. Bob’s non-bravery in a non-bravery-relevant
situation does not entail that Bob is not brave, for as mentioned earlier, an action or character trait has to entail the
lack of a certain virtue in order to count as vicious it is not
enough that it merely fails to entail its possession.
Finally, it might be protested that the distinction between the privation theory and the traditional, hexistic
account of the vices is a distinction without a difference,
since mere non-virtue—whose status as a form of vice is
the fundamental point of disagreement between the two
theories—is never instantiated anyway. After all, isn’t it incoherent to say that an agent can lack any hexis whatsoever
in relation to a certain emotion of his? If Alice feels fear
at all, how can she avoid feeling it in some “quantity” or
other?
Well, she probably can’t, but note that simply feeling
fear in some “quantity” or other is not sufficient for having
a hexis in relation to one’s fear. A hexis is not just a way
of relating to one’s emotions, but an appropriately deepseated, consistent, and context-independent way of doing
so. And while it might well be incoherent to say that I
could ever fail to relate in any quantitative, hexis-like way
whatsoever to a certain emotion of mine, I see no reason
to think that I could not sometimes fail to thus relate to
it in a stable, deep-seated, and context-independent way.
In other words, the merely non-virtuous might well have
traits that are like hexeis, though less consistent or deep-seated, but it does not follow from this that they have hexeis.
I have now dealt with some objections to the privation
theory. But do we have any positive reasons to believe it?
I think we have at least three, the first two boiling down
to the fact that the privation theory as such has theoretical advantages over the view that both the virtues and the
vices are hexeis, which is its most plausible and widespread
competitor.
The first of these advantages is that the privation theory tracks our moral intuitions about concrete cases better
than does the hexistic view, which seems overly permissive in certain such cases. As mentioned, the basic point of
disagreement between the privation view and the hexistic
view is that the privation view regards mere non-virtue as a
form of vice, while the hexistic view does not. But the former is surely more intuitive than the latter. If I fail to act
16
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bravely in a situation that calls for bravery and am accused
of vice, it is surely no excuse to say that I wasn’t acting
from a hexis at all, and therefore couldn’t have been acting
viciously. To show this, we can modify a thought experiment from earlier. Suppose Bob finds himself on a sinking
ship and behaves in a seemingly very cowardly way. But
suppose, too, that if only the chief mate’s shirt had been
a brighter color, Bob would have conducted himself in a
seemingly very brave way. Now, once again, cowardice is
a hexis, and therefore context-independent, so it follows
that Bob’s behavior was not truly cowardly: A true coward
would have acted like a coward regardless of the color of
the chief mate’s shirt. But what surely does not follow is
that Bob’s behavior was not vicious, at least in my broad
sense of the term: His failure to act out bravery is enough
to convict him, even if he also failed to act out any other
hexis.
The second advantage is that the privation theory is
more parsimonious than the hexistic view. Unlike a virtue
ethicist who believes that both virtues and vices are hexeis,
a privationist virtue ethicist doesn’t need vice in his fundamental ontology or his toolbox of primitive concepts,
since he can define vice in terms of (a lack of ) virtue.
With the third reason, we finally return to situationism.
If we accept the privation theory, the situationist challenge
becomes different. Again, the situationists’ first big claim
is that the situationist experiments give us excellent reason to believe (one disjunct of ) No Hexeis. The additional
claim that these experiments should make us skeptical of
ascriptions of virtue or vice follows via the claim that both
the virtues and the vices are hexeis. But if only the virtues
are hexeis, then No Hexeis does not entail No Virtues or
Vices. Rather, it entails a skepticism towards ascriptions of
virtue and traditional, hexistic vice. And for the privation
theorist, this is equivalent to the claim that most of us are
merely non-virtuous — i.e., vicious in a particular way—
most of the time.
On the privation theory, the situationist challenge therefore boils down the claim that virtue ethics is a pessimistic moral theory. A pessimistic moral theory I here define as
a moral theory which entails (possibly in conjunction with
the right empirical facts) that most of us fail to do the right
thing most of the time. From this point of view, then, the
situationist challenge becomes something like the demandingness challenges sometimes levelled at, e.g., utilitarianism and Kantian deontology.6 However, it only becomes
something like it; for while all demanding moral theories
are arguably pessimistic, not all pessimistic moral theories
are demanding. As a toy example, consider the theory that
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an action is morally permissible if and only if it is done
while wearing a red hat. Such a theory would certainly be
pessimistic, since most of us fail to wear red hats most of
the time—but it would not be demanding in any normal
sense of the word, since it offers a very simple and easy
remedy for our moral torpor, namely donning a red hat.
2. Situationism and pessimistic virtue ethics
Suppose that what I just said is true — that if the privation
theory is true, then the situationist challenge boils down
to the claim that virtue ethics is a pessimistic theory. How
much of a theoretical liability is this?
The answer seems to turn on which of the four disjuncts
of No Hexeis we accept. If hexeis, including the virtues,
are totally uninstantiated, and perhaps impossible for us
to attain — that is, if one of the strongest two disjuncts of
No Hexeis is true — then it is apparently impossible for
anyone even to approach the virtue ethicist’s ideal. If so,
virtue ethics is still in very serious trouble.
However, I see no good reason to draw such a strong
conclusion from the situationist experiments. A characteristic of many of these experiments is that a minority
of their subjects fail to behave in the expected way. For
example, while a majority of subjects in the Milgram experiment did administer what they believed to be lethal
shocks, many did not (Blass 1999)7. Similarly, in Doris’s
phone booth experiment, a single subject (from a relatively
small pool of subjects) helped with the dropped papers
even though he had not found a penny in the coin slot.
It seems natural to regard those who “go against the
flow” in this way, doing the right thing even when circumstances prompt most of their fellow subjects not to, as
a sort of moral elite. Conversely, those who do the wrong
thing even when circumstances prompt them not to, may
be people who are vicious in the traditional, hexistic way,
rather than being merely non-virtuous; they constitute a
sort of “immoral elite” (or at least an “immoral minority,”
since it is not clear that being traditionally, hexistically vicious is necessarily worse than being merely non-virtuous).
Now, the situationist could always explain these outliers away. Perhaps they were not prompted to go against
the flow by any hexis, but simply by another, special set of
external circumstances that the experiments failed to pick
up on.
Well, perhaps, but it’s hard to see how the situationist
could argue non-circularly that this hypothesis is preferable to the previous one. If we did have good reasons to
prefer the situationist’s hypothesis, then it would surely be
because we already have good reasons to believe that hexeis
18
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play no role whatsoever in explaining behavior, which is
part of what is now at issue.
It is also worth noting that the situationists themselves
seem to reject this strong thesis. Doris, for example, shies
away from endorsing the utter non-existence or uninstantiatedness of hexeis, preferring more cautious language like
the following: “To put things crudely, people typically lack
character … [B]ehavior is very often surprisingly unreliable” (Doris 1998:506 & 507, emphasis mine).
Nor, however, do I think the situationist experiments
could plausibly be argued to demonstrate nothing more
than the weakest disjunct of No Hexeis — i.e. that hexeis
may well be very widespread, but that we are usually blocked from exercising them. Such a hypothesis seems desperately ad hoc unless we have independent reasons to believe
in hexeis. But in this context, it seems just as circular to
presume that we have such reasons as it is to presume that
we have good reasons to believe that hexeis play no role
whatsoever in explaining behavior. In short, hypothesizing
that hexeis are widespread but blocked seems like theoretical freeloading. On such a hypothesis, the widespreadness
of hexeis is an extra posit that does no theoretical work,
and therefore has a strong presumption against it.
This leaves us with the moderate second disjunct —
that the virtues (and the vices, other than mere non-virtue)
are uncommon, but not unheard-of. There is a moral elite
and an immoral minority, with the majority somewhere
in the merely non-virtuous middle. This does not seem to
rule out the possibility that the merely non-virtuous majority can learn to be virtuous, and even learn it relatively
easily. In other words, the situationist experiments may
show that virtue ethics is pessimistic, but they do not necessarily show that it is (unreasonably) demanding. Perhaps
once we learn how, becoming virtuous can be as easy as
donning a red hat!
But what if virtue ethics has special features that makes
the charge of pessimism more damaging for it than it is
for other theories? Doris seems to think that it does. He
considers the possibility that “the situationist research may
show that the ordinary person’s character is not as sturdy
as we might hope, but it cannot rule out the possibility
that there is some small percentage of people who are truly
virtuous,” which sounds a lot like the above counter to
situationism. However, he objects that “such ... accounts
may deprive Aristotelianism of a substantial measure of its
traditional appeal. Aristotelians have typically emphasized
moral development and education; the ideal of virtue, it
is tempting to think, is a sort of model for the condition
actual persons (with the right sort of nurturing) might
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achieve, or at least closely approximate” (Doris 1998:511
& 512).
This objection, though, might not, after all, be directed at quite the view endorsed in this paper: It seems to be
directed more against virtue ethics as a demanding theory
than virtue ethics as a pessimistic t
heory. For given the pessimism-demandingness distinction that was outlined above, pessimistic theories do
not necessarily put forward a conception of the moral good
that is impossible for “actual persons … [to] achieve, or at
least closely approximate.” Rather, this is, at most, only
a necessary feature of those pessimistic theories that are
also demanding. Further, the objection loses much of its
force if we reformulate it as an objection against pessimistic virtue ethics. For while virtue ethicists have certainly
emphasized moral education and development, they have
also often been thoroughly pessimistic. Christian thinkers
like Augustine or Thomas Aquinas — as well as Aristotle
himself, to some extent — were virtue ethicists despite a
pretty bleak view of human moral psychology.
Conclusion
If what I have just said is true, the situationist challenge
seems to boil down to the charge that virtue ethics is pessimistic. But even if virtue ethics can plausibly be accused of
pessimism, this only makes it, at most, “partners in crime”
with many other moral theories, such as act-utilitarianism.
Now, that does not let virtue ethics off the hook: The fact
that a theory is no worse than its competitors does not
necessarily mean that it is a good theory, absolutely speaking. It should, however, give pause to those who think the
situationist challenge renders virtue ethics less attractive
than those competing theories. As mentioned, pessimism
is also quite in line with parts of the virtue ethics tradition.
These might deserve further attention if pessimistic virtue
ethics is indeed the way to go.
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NOTES
I presented an earlier draft of this paper at a student conference at
the University of Oslo in November 2016. Thanks to Frans Svensson
for helpful comments on that presentation, and to Franco Trivigno for
excellent and thorough feedback on both the same presentation and on
a later draft of this paper. Thanks also to two anonymous referees from
Filosofisk supplement for insightful feedback on an even later draft.
2
For more on the Milgram experiment, see e.g. Blass 1999.
3
I’m also not sure which of them Doris or Harman would endorse—or
if they would in fact endorse a particular one of them.
4
Or rather, it is neither morally virtuous nor morally vicious. Aristotle
does sometimes speak of inanimate objects like knives and axes as having arete, a term sometimes translated as “virtue,” but context and common sense make it clear these attributions are not meant as moral judgments. Rather, such attributions of arete are simply meant to say that
the object is a well-functioning exemplar of the kind of thing it is. It is
no wonder that Aristotle (or at least some of his translators) blurs the
line between arete and moral virtue in this way, for of course, Aristotle
regards moral virtue as a special case of arete: To be morally virtuous,
for him, just is to be a well-functioning exemplar of the kind rational
and political animal.
5
I owe this line of argument to I owe this line of argument to Franco
Trivigno, who suggested it in a comment on an earlier draft of this
paper.
6
See e.g. Kagan 1993.
7
Also, in many later replications of the Milgram experiment, subjects
have been much less disposed to administer shocks than they were in
the original experiment (Blass 1999).
1
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