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Instructions: First, Read the passage below. Then, use what you have read to answer the questions
below. Make sure to answer in complete sentences.

1. What does foot mean by human beings can’t “get on well” without virtue? Think of how
virtues can be beneficial.

2. Why does Foot compare the virtues to a “common good”? Explain.

3. Use text from the reading to support your answer: According to Foot, why does wisdom have

less to do with knowledge more to do with our will?

4. Do you believe that you or anyone can have wisdom without eudaemonia? Why? Explain.

READING ON THE NEXT PAGE OR ARCHIE



Virtues and Vices — Phillippa Foot

First of all, it seems clear that virtues are, in some general way, beneficial. Human beings
do not get on well without them. Nobody can get on well if he lacks courage and does not have
some measure of temperance and wisdom, while communities where justice and charity are
lacking are apt to be wretched places to live, as Russia was under the Stalinist terror, or Sicily
under the Mafia. But now we must ask to whom the benefit goes, whether to the man who has
the virtue or rather to those who have to do with him? In the case of some of the virtues the
answer seems clear. Courage, temperance, and wisdom benefit both the man who has these
dispositions and other people as well; and moral failings such as pride, vanity, worldliness, and
avarice harm both their possessor and others, though chiefly perhaps the former. But what about
the virtues of charity and justice? These are directly, concerned with the welfare of others, and
with what is owed to them; and since each may require sacrifice of interest on the part of the
virtuous man both may seem to be deleterious to their possessor and beneficial to, others.
Whether in fact it is so has, of course, been a matter of controversy since Plato’s time or earlier.
It is a reasonable opinion that on the whole a man is better off for being charitable and just, but
this is not to say that circumstances may not arise in which he will have to sacrifice everything
for charity or justice.

Nor is this the only problem about the relation between virtue and human good. For one
very difficult question concerns the relation between justice and the common good. Justice, in
the wide sense in which it is understood in discussions of the cardinal virtues, and in this paper,
has to do with that to which someone has a right — that which he is owed in respect of non-
interference and positive service — and rights may stand in the way of the pursuit of the
common good. Or so at least it seems to those who reject utilitarian doctrines. This dispute
cannot be settled here, but I shall treat justice as a virtue independent of charity and standing as a
possible limit on the scope of that virtue.

Let us say then, leaving unsolved problems behind us, that virtues are in general
beneficial characteristics, and indeed ones that a human being needs to have, for his own sake
and that of his fellows. This will not, however, take us far towards a definition of a virtue, since
there are many other qualities of a man that may be similarly beneficial, as for instance bodily
characteristics such as health and physical strength, and mental powers such as those of memory
and concentration. What is it, we must ask, that differentiates virtues from such things?

As a first approximation to an answer, we might say that while health and strength are
excellences of the body, and memory and concentration of the mind, it is the will that is good in
a man of virtue. But this suggestion is worth only as much as the explanation that follows it.
What might we mean by saying that virtue belongs to the will?

In the first place we observe that it is primarily by his intentions that a man’s moral
dispositions are judged. If he does something unintentionally this is usually irrelevant to our
estimate of his virtue. But of course, this thesis must be qualified, because failures in
performance rather than intention may show a lack of virtue. This will be so when, for instance,
one man brings harm to another without realizing he is doing it, but where his ignorance is itself
culpable. Sometimes in such cases there will be a previous act or omission to which we can point
as the source of the ignorance.

Charity requires that we take care to find out how to render assistance where we are
likely to be called on to do so, and thus, for example, it is contrary to charity to fail to find out
about elementary first aid. But in an interesting class of cases in which it seems again to be
performance rather than intention that counts in judging a man’s virtue there is no possibility of
shifting the judgement to previous intentions. For sometimes one man succeeds where another
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fails not because there is some specific difference in their previous conduct but rather because
his heart lies in a different place; and the disposition of the heart is part of virtue.

Thus, it seems right to attribute a kind of moral failing to some deeply discouraging and
debilitating people who say, without lying, that they mean to be helpful; and on the other side to
see virtue par excellence in one who is prompt and resourceful in doing good. In his novel A
Single Pebble John Hersey describes such a man, speaking of a rescue in a swift flowing river: It
was the head tracker’s marvelous swift response that captured my admiration at first, his split-
second solicitousness when he heard a cry of pain, his finding in mid-air, as it were, the only way
to save the injured boy. But there was more to it than that. His action, which could not have been
mulled over in his mind, showed a deep, instinctive love of life, a compassion, an optimism,
which made me feel very good . . . What this suggests is that a man’s virtue may be judged by
his innermost desires as well as by his intentions; and this fits with our idea that a virtue such as
generosity lies as much in someone’s attitudes as in his actions. Pleasure in the good fortune of
others is, one thinks, the sign of a generous spirit, and small reactions of pleasure and displeasure
often the surest signs of a man’s moral disposition. None of this shows that it is wrong to think of
virtues as belonging to the will; what it does show is that ‘will” must here be understood in its
widest sense, to cover what is wished for as well as what is sought.

A different set of considerations will, however, force us to give up any simple statement
about the relation between virtue and will, and these considerations have to do with the virtue of
wisdom. Practical wisdom we said was counted by Aristotle among the intellectual virtues, and
while our wisdom is not quite the same as phronesis or prudentia it too might seem to belong to
the intellect rather than the will. Is not wisdom a matter of knowledge, and how can knowledge
be a matter of intention or desire? The answer is that it isn’t, so that there is good reason for
thinking of wisdom as an intellectual virtue. But on the other hand, wisdom has special
connections with the will, meeting it at more than one point. In order to get this rather complex
picture in focus we must pause for a little and ask what it is that we ourselves understand by
wisdom: what the wise man knows and what he does. Wisdom, as I see it, has two parts. In the
first place the wise man knows the means to certain good ends; and secondly, he knows how
much particular ends are worth. Wisdom in its first part is relatively easy to understand. It seems
that there are some ends belonging to human life in general rather than to skills such as medicine
or boatbuilding, ends having to do with such matters as friendship, marriage, the bringing up of
children, or the choice of ways of life; and it seems that knowledge of how to act well in these
matters belongs to some people but not to others. We call those who have this knowledge wise,
while those who do not have it are seen as lacking wisdom. So, as both Aristotle and Aquinas
insisted, wisdom is to be contrasted with cleverness because cleverness is the ability to take the
right steps to any end, whereas wisdom is related only to good ends, and to human life in general
rather than to the ends of arts.



