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ABSTRACT

Virtue ethics, revived in the twentieth century through the influential work of Philippa
Foot andLinda Zagzebski, represents two major contemporary reinterpretations of the
Aristotelian tradition. Although both thinkers draw heavily on Aristotle, their approaches
differ significantly in their foundations, methods, and views of moral normativity. Philippa
Foot offersa naturalistic and teleological account of virtue. She argues that virtues are not
social conventions but objective excellences necessary for human flourishing. Using the
idea of “Aristotelian necessities,” she claimsthat justas plants and animals flourish by
realizing their characteristic functions, humans flourish by cultivating virtues such as
justice, courage, and temperance. Central to her view s practical wisdom (phronesis),
which enables agents to apply virtues appropriately in concrete situations and links factual
understanding of human life to normative ethical judgment. In contrast, Linda Zagzebski
develops an exemplarist and motivational model of virtue ethics that highlights the
emotional and psychological dimensions of moral experience. For her, moral
understanding begins with admiration for exemplary individuals. By observing and
reflecting on such moral exemplars, we identify the traits that countas genuine virtues.
Virtue, on this view, depends notonly on correct action but on the quality of motivation-
especially the sincere desire to promote the good for its own sake. Despite their shared
Aristotelian background, Foot and Zagzebski diverge sharply: Foot grounds normativity in
human nature and objective flourishing, while Zagzebski grounds it in the authority of
exemplars and the affective power of admiration. Yet their theories can be seen as
complementary. Foot provides a structural account of the conditions for flourishing,
whereas Zagzebski explains how moral motivation and character are formed. Together,
they suggest a two-level model of virtue ethics that integrates natural, rational, emotional,
and psychological dimensions into a unified ethical framework.
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Extended Abstract

Virtue ethics, one of the three principal traditions of normative ethical theory
alongside consequentialism and deontology, experienced a significant revival in
the twentieth century, particularly through the seminal contributions of Philippa
Foot and Linda Zagzebski. Their theories represent two of the most influential and
philosophically sophisticated attempts to reinterpret and rearticulate virtue ethics
within a contemporary framework. Both thinkers draw extensively on Aristotelian
thought, yet they diverge markedly in foundational assumptions, methodological
strategies, and conceptions of normativity. Together, their approaches illuminate
central debates in modern ethical theory, including the grounding of moral
obligation, the relationship between moral cognition and motivation, the nature
of moral judgment, and the interplay between reason and affect in ethical
deliberation.

Philippa Foot advances a naturalistic and teleologically informed account of virtue
ethics, situating moral evaluation within the objective conditions necessary for
human flourishing. She rejects the notion that virtues are mere social
conventions or subjective preferences, arguing instead that they constitute
species-relative excellences indispensable to living well as human beings.
Drawing on the concept of “Aristotelian necessities,” Foot maintains that just as
the flourishing of plants or animals depends upon the proper realization of their
characteristic traits and functions, human flourishing requires the cultivation and
exercise of dispositions such as justice, temperance, and courage. Central to her
framework is practical wisdom (phronesis), which enables the agent to discern
the appropriate application of virtues in particular contexts, thereby bridging the
descriptive aspects of human life with normative ethical evaluation. In doing so,
Foot seeks to overcome the persistent gap between factual understanding and
moral prescription, grounding normative claims in the teleological structure of
human nature.

Linda Zagzebski, by contrast, develops an exemplarist and motivational model of
virtue ethics that emphasizes the affective and psychological dimensions of
moral life. According to her approach, moral understanding originates not in
abstract principles or purely teleological reasoning but in the immediate
experience of admiration for morally exemplary individuals. By observing and
reflecting upon such exemplars—whose character inspires deep moral respect—
we identify the traits that constitute genuine virtue. On this account, virtue is
defined not only by the external conformity of action to moral standards but also
by the internal quality of motivation, especially the sincere desire to promote
the good for its own sake. Moral knowledge and judgment emerge through
processes of affective response, imitation, habituation, and careful reflection on
exemplars, highlighting the formative role of admiration and the cultivation of
moral sensibilities.

Despite their shared Aristotelian heritage, Foot and Zagzebski diverge in
fundamental ways. Foot’s approach is realist, externalist, and teleological,
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grounding normativity in the objective requirements of human nature and the
conditions for flourishing. Zagzebski’s account, in contrast, is phenomenological,
internalist, and motivational, locating normativity in the authority of exemplars
and the affective power of moral admiration. Foot emphasizes rationality,
natural function, and the continuity between biological and ethical evaluation,
whereas Zagzebski foregrounds the emotional, motivational, and psychological
dimensions of virtue, stressing character development and the internal
cultivation of moral motivation. These differences reflect broader debates within
contemporary virtue ethics regarding the relationship between reason and
emotion, nature and culture, and objectivity and subjectivity.

Comparative analysis further shows how each thinker addresses contemporary
challenges confronting virtue ethics, including conceptual circularity, the
problem of action guidance, the empirical challenges posed by situationism, the
threat of cultural relativism, and the is—ought gap. Foot responds by emphasizing
the teleological organization of human nature and the central role of phronesis
in mediating between facts and norms. Zagzebski, meanwhile, appeals to the
epistemic and motivational authority of exemplars and the educative function of
moral admiration, highlighting how virtuous dispositions are formed and
sustained in practical life.

Taken together, the two approaches suggest not opposition but potential
complementarity. Foot’s emphasis on natural teleology and objective
normativity provides a firm account of the structural foundations of ethical
evaluation, while Zagzebski’s focus on exemplarity, motivation, and moral
psychology enriches our understanding of how virtue is perceived, internalized,
and enacted. Integrating these insights points toward a two-level model of virtue
ethics: one level articulating the objective, species-relative conditions for human
flourishing, and a second level elucidating the subjective processes of moral
perception, motivation, and character formation. Such a synthesis offers a
comprehensive and dynamic conception of virtue, uniting natural and
psychological, rational and emotional, and universal and particular dimensions
within a coherent and practically relevant ethical framework.
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