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The Imperfection of Human Virtues in Foot’s “Virtues and Vices”

Tatsuhiko GOMI

In “Virtues and Vices,” Philippa Foot proposes that in certain situations
virtues do not function as virtues. For example, courage does not work as a virtue
when it is used to commit murder because the intention is evil. However, some
critics reject this explanation: virtues always works as virtues, but sometimes their
characteristic effects are blocked. Furthermore, in cases like murder, no virtue is
present since the action does not contribute to the essential good of each agent.
Therefore, Foot’s claim needs to be modified. We examined whether a ‘target-
centered theory’ could be applied, but realized that the theory could not explain
the differences among the qualities of the actions that Foot proposed. Thus, to
clarify the meaning of her claim, we employed the virtue theory of St. Thomas
Aquinas, whose vast influence on Foot is well known. Last, we suggested that
Foot might presuppose the imperfection of human virtues, and with this concept

of imperfection, we may be able to understand her theory more clearly.

52

GG: Foot, Philippa. “The Grammar of Goodness.” The Harvard Review of Philosophy 11.1
(2003)

VV: Foot, Philippa. Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 2002.
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