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VIRTUE

Virtue

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Philosophy, Ethics, Moral Psychology, Theology, Positive

Psychology.

1. Core Definition

Virtue, fundamentally defined, is a trait or quality that holds significantly positive moral value
within a specific cultural or philosophical framework, and which is generally understood to be
advantageous to both societal cohesion and individual psychological wellbeing. It represents a
dispositional excellence--a reliable, habitual character trait that inclines an individual toward
morally commendable action and right judgment. Unlike mere compliance with rules or isolated
acts of goodness, virtue implies a deeply rooted internal state. When a person possesses a virtue,
such as honesty or courage, it is not simply that they occasionally tell the truth or act bravely, but
that these qualities define their character and consistently guide their choices across various
situations.

The concept often encapsulates "moral positiveness," referring to the aspirational peak of human
character development. Historically, virtues are not viewed as neutral skills or natural talents, but
rather as achievements cultivated through deliberate effort, practice, and practical wisdom. They
form the foundation of a moral life, serving as the necessary prerequisites for a human being to
achieve their ultimate potential or purpose, often conceptualized as flourishing (Eudaimonia). The
psychological advantage of virtue lies in its capacity to foster inner harmony, resilience, and
meaningful relationships, contrasting sharply with vices, which tend toward internal conflict and
self-destruction.

In modern psychological terms, particularly within the field of Positive Psychology, virtue has been
operationalized as a classification of measurable character strengths. The definition extends
beyond purely ethical judgment to encompass traits that lead to optimal human functioning. These
traits, such as kindness, gratitude, or persistence, are recognized across diverse cultures as
embodying human excellence, thereby connecting ancient philosophical ideals of the good life with
contemporary empirical research on subjective wellbeing. Thus, virtue stands as the intersection
point where moral philosophy meets empirical psychology, offering a framework for understanding
and cultivating human flourishing.

2. Etymology and Historical Development (Ancient Roots)

The Western conception of virtue is deeply rooted in Ancient Greek and Roman thought. The
Greek term most closely associated with virtue is *aret?*, which is broader than the modern ethical
definition. *Aret?* essentially means "excellence" or "fittingness for purpose." For instance, the
*aret?* of a knife is sharpness, and the *aret?* of a swift runner is speed. When applied to human

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eudaimonia
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=52550
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

VIRTUE

beings, *aret?* meant achieving the highest potential inherent in human nature. Early Greek
philosophers, notably Socrates and Plato, sought to define the specific human excellences
required for a good life, focusing on intellectual virtues like wisdom (*sophia*) and linking moral
virtue directly to knowledge, famously stating that "virtue is knowledge."

This philosophical foundation was systematized by Aristotle in his *Nicomachean Ethics*. Aristotle
shifted the focus from purely intellectual knowledge to dispositional habituation. He defined virtue
as a state of character concerned with choice, lying in a mean, relative to us, determined by a
rational principle, specifically that principle by which the person of practical wisdom (*phronesis*)
would determine it. For Aristotle, achieving virtue was the path to *eudaimonia*, often translated as
flourishing or living well. This influential model cemented virtue not as a divine gift or innate quality,
but as a practice honed through repetition and guided by reason.

The Latin equivalent, *virtus*, derived from *vir* (man), initially carried connotations of manliness,
strength, courage, and martial excellence. During the Roman Republic and Empire, *virtus*
evolved to encompass a broader range of moral qualities expected of a Roman citizen, including
duty, piety, and severity. With the rise of Christianity, the classical philosophical virtues were
integrated into a theological framework. Thinkers like Augustine of Hippo and later Thomas

Aquinas adapted the Aristotelian model, prioritizing virtues that directed the individual toward God,
establishing the distinction between the natural (cardinal) virtues attainable by reason and the
supernatural (theological) virtues granted by grace. This synthesis formed the dominant ethical
framework of the Western world for centuries.

3. Teleological and Deontological Perspectives

The concept of virtue plays a pivotal role in distinguishing between major schools of ethical
thought, primarily Virtue Ethics, which is teleological (goal-oriented), and Deontology (duty-
oriented). Virtue Ethics, rooted in Aristotelian philosophy, asks the fundamental question: "What
sort of person ought | to be?" It emphasizes the cultivation of an excellent character as the primary
goal of moral life. Good actions are seen as flowing naturally from a virtuous character; the intrinsic
worth of the action is secondary to the moral disposition of the agent performing it. The telos, or
end goal, is human flourishing (*eudaimonia*), which is realized through the habitual practice of
virtues.

In contrast, deontological ethics, most famously associated with Immanuel Kant, focuses on
universal moral rules and duties. Deontology asks: "What is my duty, and what rules must |
follow?" From this perspective, an act is morally right if it adheres to a valid moral law, regardless
of the actor's internal character or the resulting consequences. While deontologists may
acknowledge that a good person tends to follow moral rules, the virtue itself is not the source of
moral justification; rather, adherence to duty is paramount. For example, telling the truth (the
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virtuous act of honesty) is right because it is a categorical imperative (duty), not because it
contributes to the agent's character excellence.

Consequentialism (such as Utilitarianism) represents a third perspective, evaluating morality solely
on outcomes. Utilitarians ask: "Which action produces the greatest good for the greatest number?"
While they might value virtues like benevolence, they only do so insofar as those traits reliably lead
to positive outcomes. Virtue Ethics thus offers a necessary counterpoint to these outcome- or rule-
based systems by refocusing ethical inquiry on the moral identity and character formation of the
individual, ensuring that morality is not divorced from personal motivation and integrity.

4. Major Categorizations of Virtue (Cardinal, Theological, Eastern)

Virtues have traditionally been categorized into distinct groups to provide a comprehensive model
of character excellence. The most enduring Western classification originates with Plato, who
identified the four Cardinal Virtues, which are considered foundational because all other moral

virtues can be structured around them. These include Prudence (*phronesis* or practical wisdom),
the ability to discern the appropriate course of action in a given situation; Justice, the fairness in
dealing with others and adherence to law; Temperance (or moderation), the restraint of appetites
and passions; and Fortitude (or Courage), the ability to confront fear, uncertainty, or intimidation.

In the Christian tradition, these Cardinal Virtues were supplemented by the three Theological
Virtues, articulated most thoroughly by Thomas Aquinas. These virtues--Faith, Hope, and Charity
(or Love)--are considered infused virtues, meaning they are gifts from God that elevate human
nature and direct individuals toward spiritual salvation. While the Cardinal Virtues govern natural
human interaction and rational choices, the Theological Virtues govern the relationship between
the individual and the divine, thus forming a complete ethical and spiritual system within Christian
thought.

Beyond the Western tradition, major ethical systems also rely heavily on formalized concepts of
virtue. In Confucianism, key virtues such as *Ren* (benevolence, humaneness), *Yi*
(righteousness), *Li* (propriety, ritual), and *Zhi* (wisdom) form the basis of social harmony and
personal conduct. Buddhism emphasizes virtues such as compassion (*karu??*), loving-kindness
(*mett?*), and ethical discipline (*??la*) as necessary steps on the path to enlightenment. The
universality of these character traits across diverse global cultures underscores the idea that
certain dispositions are essential for fulfilling human potential, regardless of specific religious or
cultural contexts.

5. Virtue Ethics (Aristotelian Eudaimonia)

The most robust and influential philosophical framework surrounding virtue remains Aristotle's
Virtue Ethics, centered on the concept of *eudaimonia*. Aristotle argued that every human activity
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aims at some good, and the highest good--the ultimate goal of human life--is *eudaimonia*, which
is not mere subjective happiness but objective human flourishing or living well through the
excellent exercise of rational function. Virtue, therefore, is not an accessory to life, but the essential
means by which *eudaimonia* is achieved.

A cornerstone of Aristotelian ethics is the Doctrine of the Golden Mean. This doctrine stipulates
that moral virtue is the mean between two corresponding vices: one of excess and one of
deficiency. For instance, the virtue of Courage is the mean between the vice of cowardice
(deficiency of feeling fear) and the vice of rashness (excess of feeling fear). Similarly, liberality is
the mean between prodigality (excess) and stinginess (deficiency). Crucially, the mean is not a
mathematical average but a relative one, depending on the person and the circumstances.

Determining the appropriate mean requires the intellectual virtue of *phronesis*, or Practical
Wisdom. *Phronesis* is the ability to deliberate well about what is good and advantageous for
oneself and others, leading to a truly good life. Without practical wisdom, mere good intention or
external guidance is insufficient; the virtuous agent must possess the capacity to correctly perceive
the moral landscape, judge complex situations, and select the action that embodies the mean.
Therefore, the virtuous life requires not only good habits (moral virtues) but also acute intellectual
capability (practical wisdom) working in concert to achieve flourishing.

6. Virtue in Modern Psychology (Positive Psychology Framework)

The philosophical legacy of virtue received a major empirical overhaul with the rise of Positive
Psychology, a field dedicated to studying human strengths and flourishing. Key researchers
Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman developed the Values in Action (VIA) Classification of
Character Strengths and Virtues, an attempt to create a "manual of the sane and healthy human
being," mirroring the diagnostic structure of traditional clinical manuals. This framework provides
an empirically validated taxonomy of positive character traits that contribute directly to wellbeing
and happiness, fulfilling the source definition's requirement that virtues be "advantageous to
psychological wellbeing."

The VIA classification organizes twenty-four specific character strengths under six universal core
virtues: Wisdom and Knowledge (e.qg., creativity, curiosity, perspective); Courage (e.g., bravery,
persistence, integrity); Humanity (e.g., love, kindness, social intelligence); Justice (e.g.,
teamwork, fairness, leadership); Temperance (e.g., forgiveness, humility, self-regulation); and
Transcendence (e.g., appreciation of beauty, gratitude, hope). This structure provides a common
vocabulary for discussing character across cultures and serves as a tool for identifying and
measuring an individual's positive traits.

The integration of virtue into psychology has profound implications for mental health treatment and
education. Instead of focusing solely on pathology and correcting deficits (vices), therapeutic
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interventions utilizing the VIA framework emphasize identifying and leveraging an individual's
sighature strengths (virtues) to cope with challenges, improve relationships, and increase life
satisfaction. This approach validates the ancient claim that moral excellence is inextricably linked
to psychological health, offering concrete, measurable ways to foster resilience and achieve a
more fulfilling life, thereby bridging ancient philosophy with modern scientific inquiry.

7. Significance and Impact

The concept of virtue holds immense significance across various domains, fundamentally shaping
how societies define the good citizen and the good life. In ethics, virtue ethics continues to offer a
powerful alternative to rule-based and consequence-based theories, providing a holistic account of
moral decision-making rooted in personal integrity. It underscores the belief that moral education
must focus on character development and habituation--teaching individuals *how* to be good,
rather than just *what* rules to follow.

In pedagogy and developmental psychology, the emphasis on virtues informs character education
programs aimed at cultivating essential traits like responsibility, empathy, and respect in young
people. By viewing virtue as a trainable disposition, educational systems can actively structure
environments that encourage moral practice, acknowledging that the attainment of positive
character traits is crucial for both personal success and effective citizenship. This focus remains a
recurring theme in global educational reform.

Furthermore, the modern psychological application of virtue via the Positive Psychology movement
has revolutionized the understanding of mental health. By shifting the focus from illness to
wellness, virtue-based research has provided empirical evidence linking character strengths to
resilience, post-traumatic growth, and overall subjective wellbeing. This impact extends into
organizational psychology, where virtues like fairness and integrity are recognized as essential for
ethical leadership, trust, and effective organizational culture, demonstrating that moral excellence
is a critical driver of human performance and societal stability.

8. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its long history and profound influence, the concept of virtue faces significant philosophical
and empirical challenges. A central criticism revolves around the problem of ethical relativism.
Since virtues are defined as "positive meanings within a specific culture," what constitutes a virtue
can vary drastically across time, geography, and cultural boundaries. For example, traits valued in
a martial society (e.g., aggressive honor) may clash sharply with those valued in a monastic or
cosmopolitan society (e.g., pacifism, detachment). Critics argue that if there is no universal,
objective list of virtues, the theory loses its capacity to provide universal moral guidance.

A second major challenge comes from empirical social psychology, specifically the doctrine of
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situationism. Situationist researchers argue that human behavior is far less determined by stable,
dispositional character traits (virtues) than by immediate situational factors. Studies have shown
that seemingly minor environmental cues or pressures can override an individual's purported
character traits. If a person's honesty or kindness only manifests in specific, comfortable contexts
but collapses under pressure or anonymity, then the idea of virtue as a robust, cross-situational
disposition is weakened.

Contemporary virtue ethicists have responded to these critiques by refining the definition of virtue.
They argue that virtues are not brute, all-or-nothing dispositions, but rather complex perceptual and
motivational structures informed by practical wisdom. A virtuous person is not expected to perform
perfectly in every situation, but rather possesses the moral understanding and motivation to *strive*
for the good life consistently. The ongoing debate centers on finding a balance: acknowledging the
situational variability of human behavior while maintaining the philosophical and psychological
necessity of developing reliable, morally excellent character traits for individual and collective
flourishing.

Further Reading

Positive psychology

Moral Psychology

Cardinal virtues

Theological virtues

Eudaimonia (Flourishing)

Golden mean (philosophy)
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