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Wittgenstein, certain advocates of Aristotle’s ethics have insisted that a
proper validation of the virtues of character must proceed only from within, or be internal to, the particular evaluative outlook provided by possesthinking is arguably John McDowell, although Rosalind Hursthouse and
Daniel C. Russell have also more recently embraced it.2
whether a distinction between the ‘substantive virtues’ and the ‘virtues
of will power’ ultimately threatens that way of thinking about Aristotle’s
one that McDowell has described as a “historical monstrosity” (1994, p.
79; 1998b, p. 195).
would amount to. An external validation of the virtues of character is an
attempt to demonstrate that possession of the virtues is necessary in order
to secure some good, or to avoid some harm, where the good in question, or the harm, is recognizable as such independently of the particular
evaluative outlook provided by possession of the virtues themselves. The
validation will thus rely on resources that are ‘external’ to the particular
evaluative outlook to be validated. By contrast, an internal validation of
the virtues would be one according to which the good unattainable without
the virtues, or the harm unavoidable without them, are only recognizable
as such from within the evaluative outlook provided by possession the
virtues.3 They are not recognizable as such by anyone, simply in virtue of
possessing human recognitional capacities; and they could not therefore
provide the materials out of which a philosopher might hope to straightanyone
This last thought should call to mind what Bernard Williams (1985) considered to be the philosophically misguided aim of trying to provide an
‘Archimedean Point’ in ethics. But Williams apparently saw Aristotle as
someone trying to provide a philosophical foundation for the ethical life:
life. Only an external validation of the virtues could accomplish some-
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own particular list of the virtues by appealing to a (no longer believable)
teleological conception of nature (McDowell, 1994, p. 79). The teleological conception of nature was supposed to dictate what man’s ‘function’
is. And it was therefore also able to dictate what the distinctively human
virtues are, given the conceptual connections that Aristotle exploits (in
Nicomachean Ethics
teleological conception of nature would therefore furnish an external validation of the virtues in the relevant sense. On this view of what Aristotle is
ing what the
formed evaluative outlook. The good for man can be recognized as such
by anyone who understands the teleological conception of nature that, on
this reading of Aristotle, underwrites it.
acterizes the interpretation as a historical monstrosity. What is crucial
here, however, is certainly not McDowell’s polemics, but rather the fact
that an external validation of the virtues might proceed by specifying some
good as the distinctively human good: something that is both recognizable
as such independently of a properly formed evaluative outlook and also
clearly unattainable without the virtues.4
2. That is not, however, the only way to provide an external validation of
the virtues. The guiding notion of a different external validation would
be, not that there is some good that is unattainable without the virtues, but
order for such a validation to be persuasive, one would have to argue that
possession of the virtues reliably allows one to avoid the harm in question;
and in order for it to be an external validation, one would have to specify
the harm in such a way that it was recognizable as such independently of
the evaluative outlook provided by possession of the virtues. This would
presumably establish that certain character traits are distinctively human
excellences because they are in a crucial sense indispensable: they serve
as correctives.5
On this approach to an external validation of the virtues, everything
tion of the harm to be avoided can, on the one hand, certainly seem useless.
We can of course maintain that the harm to be avoided by possession of the
virtues is ‘cowardice,’ say, or ‘intemperance.’ But that characterization
trivializes the thought that the virtues are correctives. After all, no char-
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itself lacks philosophical substance, and it therefore leaves the claim that
the virtues are a kind of human excellence unexplained. Cowardice and
intemperance are, in any case, recognizable as harms to be avoided (in the
ethically loaded sense) only from within the evaluative outlook provided
by possession of the virtues. But we are considering the prospects for an
external validation of the virtues, based on the thought that the virtues
serve as correctives.
The harm to be avoided can, on the other hand, be characterized inin battle, say, or of drinking ourselves into drunkenness. But why, one
might ask, should these activities be taken to constitute a kind of harm?
Why is the notion of correction supposed to be at home here? We could,
certainly, consider such activities harmful if we possessed a criterion of
right conduct that did not already presuppose that the virtues are human
excellences; but presumably the project of an ethics of virtue is to specify
the excellence of the virtues independently of any antecedent criterion of
right conduct (see Watson, 1990 and Kawall, 2009).6 What these considerations so far suggest is that an external validation of the virtues, based on
a characterization of the virtues as correctives, is quite unlikely to succeed.
3. Perhaps it will be objected, however, that this negative conclusion
about the prospects for an external validation of the virtues can be reached
only by failing to acknowledge a unique role played in an ethics of virtue
by the ‘virtues of will power.’ Such a role has been given special emphasis
by Robert C. Roberts in his insightful (1984) paper “Will Power and the
Virtues.”7
‘substantive’ (or ‘motivating’) virtues, and what he calls the ‘virtues of
will power.’ The substantive virtues are virtues such as honesty, compasaccording to Roberts, psychological embodiments of ethical rules. Genuine possession of the substantive virtues ensures that the conduct of their
possessors will be (barring weakness of will) moral conduct. As opposed
to this, however, the so-called virtues of will power do not, according to
Roberts, imply “any characteristically ethical patterns of behavior, judgment, or emotion” (1984, p. 229). Roberts’s examples of the virtues of
ter traits, that is, whose possession is apparently consistent with even the
most reviled types of behavior. The virtues of will power do not therefore
ensure that their possessors’ conduct will be in the least bit moral; it is
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rather that for someone who already possesses the substantive virtues, the
virtues of will power are what ensure that, in the face of certain countermoral temptations, their possessors will not stray from what Roberts calls
the path of virtue.
How does Roberts’s account affect the thesis that the excellence of
the virtues does not reside in their being corrective? Roberts explicitly
cance only in the case of the virtues of will power. As far as the substantive virtues are concerned, Roberts agrees that such character traits are
virtues precludes (and so in a trivial way ‘corrects’ for) possession of the
Roberts claims that things are quite different. The virtues of will power
path of virtue and our highest self-interest” (1984, p. 233), especially in
the face of our all-too-human moral frailty. This point is emphasized when
Roberts considers the possibility of those who may possess the substantive
virtues to such a degree that certain counter-moral temptations no longer
level of moral purity that makes the virtues of will power, in them, unnecessary. Thus Roberts writes that the virtues of will power “are not the substance of the moral life and their ‘corrective’ function is no longer needed
light the connection that, on this account, ties the virtues of will power to
their special corrective function, Roberts writes that in such moral saints,
“courage is not a function of will power” (1984, p. 237). On Roberts’s account, then, the virtues of will power attain their status as virtues from the
role they play in the lives of those who possess the substantive virtues, but
who are still, in spite of this fact, liable to be assaulted by the temptations
for which the virtues of will power are meant to correct. The excellence of
the virtues of will power, that is, resides in their correcting for the harmful
effects of counter-moral impulses or temptations: something that we can
recognize as harmful precisely because the status of the substantive virtues
as virtues is not here in question.
4. Nevertheless, Roberts’s analysis of the virtues of will power does not
in fact threaten my negative assessment about the prospects for an external
to do so even if we admit, as we should, that appealing to the substantive
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counter-moral impulses does indeed constitute a kind of harm. As Roberts
himself is more than ready to admit, the virtues of will power are not corrective in the case of people whose moral progress is so advanced that it
makes them immune to certain kinds of temptation. But surely the virtue
of courage (say) does not in fact forfeit its status as a virtue in people such
as these. One might even be willing to say, with Aristotle, that someone
is
an impulse to retreat in the face of danger, but rather that in people who
exhibit the virtue of courage, such impulses do not arise. Now Roberts
(1984, n. 2) does indeed say that not every action exemplifying one of the
virtues of will power is in fact an exercise of will power. This means that
being an exercise of will power is not a necessary feature of the virtues
of will power. But given Roberts’s emphasis on the corrective function
as
temptations.8
function can only trivially be characterized as a corrective function. Appealing to such a function cannot help furnish an external validation of the
virtues of will power.
Roberts does acknowledge that, on the issue of temptation, his acinstance, with Aristotle’s claim that the man who “abstains from bodily
pleasures and enjoys doing so is self-controlled” (Nicomachean Ethics
1104b5-7; quoted in this translation by Roberts, 1984, p. 230). As opposed to this, Roberts says that enjoying such activity is not a criterion of
word is sôphrosunê
to resist temptation (1984, pp. 230-31). But while Aristotle would readily
tainly displeasing, he does not think that anyone for whom such striving is
the person who successfully overcomes such temptations displays at best
mere self-control
aspire to more than continence, Roberts recommends “exercises by which
a person can increase his ability to resist temptation” (1984, p. 244), citing
E. J. Boyd Barrett’s 1915 book, Strength of Will and How to Develop It, the
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quality of whose advice is suggested by the title of Barrett’s slightly later
1917 book, The Will to Win: A Call to American Boys and Girls.9) But
even if Roberts were right that self-control, as opposed to temperance, is
what seems true in any case, to claim that the ‘virtues of will power’ forfeit
kinds of temptation. My negative assessment about the prospects for an
external validation of the virtues does not therefore seem to be threatened
by distinguishing, as Roberts’s does, between the substantive virtues and
the virtues of will power.
There is, however, still another reason for thinking that my negative
assessment emerges intact. This is the fact that the corrective function of
the virtues of will power, in those of us who are not moral saints, can only
be made intelligible by appeal to whatever excellence or goodness has
of a thief, Roberts remarks that “though his disregard for property rights
is despicable, still he possesses a trait without which one leads a crippled
life” (Roberts, 1984, p. 231). But it is unclear what notion of defect, or
handicap, is supposed to be at work here, since courage will obviously
not preclude the thief from wandering off the path of virtue: that isn’t the
path he is traveling.10 Nevertheless, on Roberts’s account, the virtues of
will power attain their status as virtues precisely because they correct for
temptations to stray from the path determined by the substantive virtues;
and straying from the path of virtue is for that reason taken, perfectly intelligibly, to constitute a kind of harm. But since this validation of the virtues
of will power takes for granted the excellence of the substantive virtues,
it does not appeal to anything external to what, from the point of view of
Aristotle’s ethics, is a properly formed evaluative outlook. Providing a
successful external validation of the virtues, by enlisting the distinction
pressed by Roberts, therefore seems to me to be quite unlikely.
of how this external approach for validating the virtues of character has
tainly a discomfort that contemporary ethical theorists feel with Aristotle’s
own, apparently self-contained conception of the virtues. The contempocan be constructed solely from materials which lie outside of the ethical
life. And yet there is at least one other source of the desire to provide an
external validation of the virtues. This is the suspicion that the only avail-
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able alternative to an external validation, proceeding only from within the
evaluative outlook provided by the virtues, could never really amount to a
genuine validation of the virtues. One will perhaps be reminded, in what
is admittedly a rather different context, of a picture that Wilfred Sellars
(1956, §38, p. 300) warned against in our attempts to provide an account
of empirical knowledge: the picture of a great Hegelian serpent with its
tail in its mouth.11
that Hegelian picture is the only available alternative to an external validation of the virtues, then we should not
wonder that such prominent ethical theorists have tried to develop an ethics of virtue along lines that move in the opposite direction. Whether an
internal validation of the virtues of character can ultimately succeed is, as
it seems to me, both a genuine and a genuinely troubling question for anynot, for my purposes here, address the prospects for a successful internal
dressing the prospects for a satisfying Aristotelian ethical theory, amount
to very much the same thing.12
cent attempts to articulate an internal validation of the virtues remain well
worth our philosophical attention.13

Notes
This article was supposed to appear in SPR 31(1), the January 2015 issue.
But, due to errors in the layout process, the version which appears there is incomplete, missing three important paragraphs. To correct the mistake, the editor,
Todd Stewart, has decided to reprint the article in full in this issue. All scholarly
citations should be to the version as it appears here.
2
See the papers on Aristotle’s ethics collected in McDowell (1998a; 1998b);
1

The evaluative outlook in question need not be provided only by possession of the virtues, since it can also be shared by people who, like most of us,
never manage to proceed further than Aristotelian continence.
3

4

the external reading, see McDowell (1980); Broadie (1993, ch. 1), and Nussbaum
(1995). Julia Annas (1988) considers more generally the appeal to human nature
in Greek ethics, in her strangely neglected article “Naturalism in Greek Ethics:
Aristotle and After.”
5
This corrective thesis has been defended explicitly in Von Wright (1963)
this later account, human beings need the virtues because we are dependent ratio-
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nal animals, because we are in various ways crippled.
6

see Gottlieb (2009, ch. 3).
7
More recently Robert Adams (2006) has deployed the same distinction,

tinction cannot help one accomplish.
8

sary in order to develop the substantive virtues, since moral saints already have
those: see Roberts (1984, pp. 233-36).
9
Mark Alfano has recently suggested some rather more plausible, empirically sanctioned methods for stimulating moral improvement, methods that are
not themselves (unlike his conception of philosophical situationism) inhospitable
to Aristotelian virtue ethics: see Alfano (2013, ch. 4). Contrast Alfano’s suggestions with Barrett’s invocation, “To write out, with great care
train my Will.’”
10
Perhaps the mastery of fear retains its excellence here because such mastery would be a virtue in someone with less deplorable ends, and because the ability to master one’s fear is a distinctively human excellence, the thief (murderer,
Nazi, etc.) remaining, whatever else she is, a human being. (The suggestions are
to take, though, in praising the perseverance of Jerry Sandusky in the Penn State
child rape scandal: for instance as directed at his victims.
11
Jonathan Lear’s apt observation that “one man’s internal validation is another man’s begging the question” is also very much to the point here: see Lear
136) has baldly claimed, the assessment of some alternative conception of ‘wellbeing,’ made from within (or better: from) our own evaluative framework, must
“inevitably impose our own conception of well-being on others.”
12
The prospects will hinge, for instance, on providing a normatively adequate standard of ethical consistency while “rejecting the claim that normative
adequacy requires nominal consistency” (Russell, 2009, p. 294). My discussion
of Roberts’s account above can perhaps contribute, in a modest way, to thinking
normative adequacy of an ‘internal’ conception of the virtues.
13
Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the annual meetings of
Philosophical Society (2014). Thanks are due to the participants on each of these
occasions, and especially to Robert Roberts, for his helpful commentary at the
APA. Special thanks are due to Minh T. Nguyen, for encouraging me to consider
Roberts’s discussion of these issues, and to Lillian Dickerson, for indispensable
editorial assistance.
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