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Virtue from the Perspective of Psychology 

Kristján Kristjánsson, Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, University of Birmingham 

 

 

 

 

Abstract: It seems as if virtue, previously expunged from psychological vocabularies, is 

making a come-back. Yet various misgivings persist in psychological circles about a virtue-

based agenda, and the rhetoric about a new flourishing ecumenism between philosophy and 

social science in this field may be premature, as explained in Section 1. Section 2 aims to 

bring to the fore some of the remaining psychological misgivings. Section 3 goes on to 

categorize the recent surge of interest in virtue within psychology by way of a taxonomy of 

different levels of engagement with virtue constructs. Section 4 moves the spotlight to 

potential psychological inputs into conceptual understandings of virtue and to residual 

philosophical doubts about that enterprise. The chapter closes in Section 5 with a prognosis of 

what the future may hold in store for virtue from the perspective of psychology. 
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1. Introduction: The need for a reality check 

At the risk of sounding overly self-conscious, it may be instructive to rehearse some thoughts 

that surfaced when I was entrusted with the task of writing a chapter about psychological 

approaches to virtue. Philosophers pretend to have a license to poke their noses into 

everything. Yet assigning this particular task to a philosopher (and one particularly interested 

in the application of virtue constructs in the field of education1), rather than to an able and 

interested psychologist, seems a controversial move by. At any rate, it ineluctably sets the 

tone for the forthcoming discussion, adding to what was already a reflexive title, “Virtue from 

the perspective of psychology,” an implicit second layer of reflexivity: “as seen through a 

philosophical lens.” Moreover, the editor will know that I have in the past come down heavily 

on the side of “academic trespassing” between psychology and philosophy in the field of 

virtue ethics and its applications; hence, no one should expect a non-partisan account. Indeed, 

my personal sympathies are explicitly with those I characterize below as “integrators” and 

“mavericks.”  

  All that said, I do take a slightly dimmer view of the current state of the courtship 

between philosophy and psychology in the virtue field than many of my colleagues on either 

side of “the great divide.” The sunny view that the clash of the two academic cultures has 

already been transcended may stand in need of a reality check – and that is basically what I 

attempt in this chapter. While it is undoubtedly true that pockets of interest in virtue now exist 

within psychology where none were found before, and that a number of philosophers have 

adopted a more “experimental” mindset, true collaborations may still be less widespread and 

entrenched than they are sometimes made out to be. I offer that suggestion here not only as an 

historical working hypothesis – about the de facto state of cross-fertilizations between the two 

fields – but also as an indication of my suspicion that a formidable fence of conflicting 

2 
 



assumptions may still separate the two, a fence that requires something more than just time 

and patience to tear down.2  

 To perform the promised reality check, we are arguably best served by an exploration 

that prioritizes breadth over depth. Hence, considerable parts of the discussion that follows 

will be fast-paced and general, aiming at identifying trends and trajectories rather than 

fleshing out detailed arguments. Space does not allow me, however, to write the chapter in the 

form of an introductory piece. I assume from the outset that readers are au fait with terms 

such as “virtue,” “character,” “hexis,” “eudaimonia,” and “phronesis,” or – more specifically 

– with those terms as they have been freighted with an Aristotelian or quasi-Aristotelian 

understanding in recently revived virtue theories and related accounts of character education.3  

 The most natural place to start an exploration of what appears to be the new 

ecumenism between philosophy and psychology on virtue is with the methodological 

approach that seems to be the driving force behind it. That approach is moral naturalism – a 

brand of moral realism which considers some or all moral properties as natural properties and 

sees all ethical theorizing as ultimately answerable to factual evidence. Animating virtue 

ethics, this naturalism and its corollary thesis that moral ideals (including virtue ideals) must 

be “psychologically real” for “creatures like us” 4 constitute the reason why many social 

scientists see virtue ethicists as a group of moral philosophers they can finally do business 

with.5 Yet when Elizabeth Anscombe (re)launched virtue ethics with her famous edict that 

moral philosophy be laid to rest until we had a decent account of human nature, action, and 

flourishing, 6  there is little indication that she considered this best done by exploiting 

psychological evidence, gathered among “the many,” as distinct from more rigorous 

philosophical insights about human psychology, uncovered in the armchairs of “the wise.” 

Whatever Anscombe’s view may have been, however, the standard interpretation by both 

philosophers and psychologists, currently active in this discourse, is that since it is an 
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empirical rather than a conceptual fact that people “need” the virtues, philosophical virtue 

ethics must be informed by a “bottom-up approach”7 that settles moral questions by providing 

empirical evidence on what makes people tick. On this view, Aristotelian virtue ethics has to 

be aligned with experimental moral psychology in order to be viable and plausible.8 The input 

of the psychological evidence is then ideally seen as happening on two levels: the conceptual 

level where philosophical theories of virtue are informed by conceptualizations of “the many” 

of what those virtues “mean for them,” and the normative level where questions of the value 

of specific hexeis (virtues or vices) are settled by providing evidence of how they make actual 

people flourish or flounder.9 

 But there is more to virtue ethics than the naturalistic assumption. It comes with a 

whole repertoire of terms that are theoretically “thick”: loaded with philosophical and folk-

psychological assumptions. As we see in the following two sections, this is precisely the 

reason why many psychologists will rebuff any advances to partake in virtue discourses. One 

route to providing a focus for the new ecumenism will be to systematically unload (reinterpret 

or reconfigure) some of those main terms, in order to make them more palatable for 

mainstream social scientists. I shall briefly mention three examples of such endeavors here, if 

only in order to cast them aside as attempts to secure crossover work on the cheap.  

The first example is of the praise bestowed upon Aristotelian virtue theory by the 

enfant terrible of moral psychology, Jonathan Haidt, who claims to love Aristotle’s notions of 

“natural virtue,” “habit,” and “habituation,” and who considers his own psychological 

offerings to bolster those concepts.10 A quick look at Haidt’s understanding of Aristotelian 

virtue theory reveals, however, that he systematically misreads its main terms in order to 

inject into it his own brands of sentimentalism, nativism, and automatism.11 What we end up 

with is controversial psychological evidence underwriting a misbegotten Aristotelianism. The 

second example is of a recent attempt by social scientists Kesebir and Diener to provide 
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empirical evidence for the predictors (most notably, for present purposes, virtue predictors) of 

eudaimonic well-being or flourishing. Misconceiving the virtues as potential causes, rather 

than constituents, of eudaimonia, they assume that evidence of successful predictions of 

subjective well-being will suffice, as “the two concepts are sufficiently close, and subjective 

well-being can reasonably be used as a proxy for eudaimonic well-being.”12 Their account 

glosses over so many important distinctions, and betrays such an inadequate grasp of the 

virtue-ethics landscape, that it can scarcely be taken seriously as a contribution to an 

ecumenical enterprise. The final example is of a philosopher, Lorraine Besser-Jones, who 

argues unapologetically for the need to “scale back” the traditional ambitions of Aristotelian 

virtue ethics, in order to make it fully naturalized and amenable to social scientific input.13 

Besser-Jones understands “virtue” in instrumentalist terms simply as a state of character that 

reliably and predictably enables us to act well, in the sense of satisfying innate human needs. 

She rejects the notion of an intrinsic motivation to engage in virtuous activity as 

“psychologically implausible,” and she does not think that even highly developed moral 

agents can be expected to derive flow-like enjoyment from such activity, any more than from 

eating broccoli, although they will be strongly extrinsically motivated to engage in it.  

I bite my tongue not to lash out at the three above accounts. In any case, such response 

would be superfluous to present purposes; what I am flagging here is simply that my interest 

in this chapter is in psychological virtue research that is conducted without an assumption of 

the need to reject, beforehand, the theoretical baggage offered by traditional virtue ethics and 

to revamp its basic terms. It must be said that something of a rosy picture has been emerging 

of late of the courtship between this (more theoretically stringent) sort of psychology and 

(Aristotelian) virtue ethics, with positive psychology’s explicit aim to pursue “the social 

science equivalent of virtue ethics” typically being offered as a case in point.14 The standard 

narrative invoked is, then, of the historical “waxing and waning” and, at present, the “waxing 
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again” of virtue research in psychology, with more and more psychologists (even “almost 

everyone today”15) wanting to revise the early 20th century obliteration of character-and-

virtue terms from their discipline.16 According to this narrative, the exclusion of those terms 

made the discipline “narrower and shallower”; hence, it stands in need of “conceptual 

enrichment” – and this is exactly what the courtship with contemporary virtue ethics 

provides.17 Conversely, engagement with actual social scientific evidence grounds and de-

trivializes philosophical virtue ethics by transporting it away from mere armchair 

conjectures.18  

My aim in this chapter is not so much to reject this happy-courtship narrative as to 

problematize some of its refrains. The marriage of virtue ethics and empirical psychology is 

not made in heaven, and their courtship is not free from tiffs and spats. For example, 

“autonomism” (aka “armchair traditionalism”) is still rife in academic moral philosophy, 

probably more common than “integrationism.”19 Any news of the death of virtue skepticism 

in psychology is also exaggerated and untimely. For instance, in my own favorite neck of the 

woods – applied virtue ethics as education for character – whose “symbolic capital” depends 

on the close alignment of public, philosophical, political, and psychological assumptions, the 

psychological connection arguably constitutes the weakest link. Thus, frequent doubts tend to 

exist in psychological circles about the very idea of character education, and many of those 

doubts reflect more serious misgivings about “the science” behind virtue theories and the idea 

of education for virtue. I have gone so far as calling this weakness “the elephant in the room” 

of character education.20  

The aim in the following section is to bring the more general, underlying 

psychological misgivings to the fore. I, then, go on in Section 3 to categorize the recent surge 

of interest in virtue within psychology by way of a taxonomy – hopefully illuminating, albeit 

slightly tongue-in-cheek – of four different levels of engagement with virtue constructs in the 
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field. Section 4 moves the spotlight to potential psychological inputs into conceptual 

understandings of virtue and to residual philosophical doubts about that ecumenical 

enterprise. I close in Section 5 with further reflections on the current state of play and a 

prognosis of what the future may hold in store for “virtue from the perspective of 

psychology.” 

 

2. Psychological misgivings about virtue 

What holds psychologists back from adopting a virtue-based research agenda? What turns 

them into virtue skeptics or virtue abnegators? Psychologists rarely write papers with titles 

such as “Why I am not into virtue.” When they consider a certain research agenda ruled out 

by their criteria of scienticity, they indicate that by quietly ignoring the agenda rather than by 

fulminating against it. My below distillation of ten common misgivings that psychologists 

(and often, by extension, other social scientists) harbor about virtue is, therefore, derived as 

much by picking up subtle cues in discussions with some of them as on a review of the 

relevant literatures. I try to gather objections from different subfields within psychology, such 

as personality psychology and social psychology, although those do not always coincide and 

are sometimes at odds with one another. While I have tried to rebut or at least mitigate some 

of those objections in the past, space does not allow any serious critical engagement here. I 

simply present the below misgivings as ones which need to be responded to satisfactorily if 

virtue is to gain a significant foothold in psychology.  

 First is the problem of normativity and adjudication. This is the most common 

misgiving, and the one which requires the lengthiest elaboration, although its basic idea is 

simple and compelling: Psychology is a science that trades in objectivity. Virtues, however, 

incorporate moral (as well as other normative) values, which are subjective and relative, and 

also entail prescriptions. Adopting a virtue-based agenda would turn psychologists into 
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moralists and rob them of scientific credibility, as they would blatantly be violating Hume’s 

two famous laws: of the distinction between facts and values and the distinction between 

descriptions and prescriptions. To pile on the agony, conflicts between competing virtues 

(such as honesty versus considerateness) are common and stand, from a moral point of view, 

in need of phronesis-guided adjudication. Psychologists, however, cannot possibly become 

internally engaged in such adjudications (as distinct from viewing those from the outside) 

since that would demote them, for good, from their role as “disenchanted” scientists.21  

 The provenance of those misgivings is often told in the form of a – now familiar – 

narrative of how their recognition dawned on psychologists in the 1930s, when they assumed 

the mantle of Weber’s Wertfreiheit (including moral anti-realism) agenda for all social 

science and, more specifically, when a clear distinction came to be made, post-Allport, 

between personality as “character devaluated” (a topic of respectable psychological inquiry) 

and character as “personality evaluated” (best left to moralists). 22  This distinction has 

persisted, and is still fiercely clung onto by the majority of personality psychologists, although 

repeated empirical surveys show that the criteria of individual difference laypeople are 

interested in – when performing such mundane tasks as looking for the characteristics of the 

ideal partner in dating agencies – are moral character traits, such as honesty, rather than, say, 

the famous Big-Five traits. Indeed, moral traits predominate in person perception and 

evaluation, although most psychologists do not want to touch them with a barge-pole.23  

 The allure of the problem of normativity and adjudication, with its prohibition of value 

judgments in science, comes clearest to the fore in the theory of the group of people who have 

been most vocal in retrieving the language of virtue in psychology: positive psychologists. 

While claiming, on the one hand, to be pursuing the social-science equivalent of virtue ethics 

(see earlier), they appear, on the other, to be extremely embarrassed and apologetic about their 

agenda 24 – qualifying it in various ways. Thus, instead of abandoning moral anti-realism 
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explicitly – for example, by arguing that value judgments describe the world of evaluation 

rather than evaluating the world of description25 – they sit on the fence with regard to moral 

realism, by offering their account of the value of virtues in terms of mere empirical 

generalizations; and they refuse to tamper in the slightest with Hume’s is–ought distinction, a 

distinction they see as ruling out any psychological involvement in adjudication debates.26  

However attracted they are by the ubiquity of real-life virtue discourses, which seem 

to offer objective rather than merely subjective or relative takes on the virtues, positive 

psychologists share with their less virtue-oriented colleagues the fear of wholly abandoning 

Hume’s fact–value distinction. After giving this fear some thought,27 it seems to me that the 

sticking point must be the implicit assumption that the fact–value distinction and the is–ought 

distinction entail each other, so that by abandoning the former one is also forced to abandon 

the latter. The missing but implicit premise in this argument appears to be motivational 

internalism: the thesis that all moral judgments conceptually entail motivation and hence 

prescription. This is a radical – albeit a popular – thesis in moral philosophy; but we have 

good reason to assume that Aristotle did not believe in it and that committed contemporary 

virtue ethicists need not either.28 One can, for example, pass factual judgments about the 

goodness of honesty without intrinsically implying “Be honest!” just as one can pass factual 

judgments about the badness of smoking without intrinsically implying “Do not smoke!” 

Psychologists avail themselves all the time of judgments about good or bad psychological 

health without worrying that, thereby, they have turned themselves into prescriptivists. 

Although this is rarely made explicit, they must be assuming a thesis about the uniqueness of 

moral language which somehow rules out the possibility of the sort of motivationally 

externalist use of moral judgments that is considered in order for health judgments.   

  The uniqueness thesis may come in different forms, but a strong, meta-version of it is 

often seen in social scientific writings about morality. According to this version, 
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psychologists who become internally engaged in virtue research – directly or obliquely 

challenging the fact–value distinction – are not so much guilty of a specific error of judgment 

as they are of committing a serious category mistake, by misidentifying the very “nature of 

morality” and moral language. The function of morality is not to determine truth, for example 

about good or bad character traits or flourishing lives, but rather to prescribe rules of 

behavior, guarded by sanctions. Morality is thus a system of social control where the rules and 

sanctions “wear the trousers (i.e. that carry the meaning).” 29  On this understanding, any 

serious psychological attempt to overcome the problem of normativity and adjudication 

involves succumbing to an anti-scientific teleological impulse. Rules are not true or false; and 

pontificating about good or bad moral precepts is not psychology.  

Second is the problem of intrinsic worth. Essential to Aristotle’s own, and any 

Aristotelian, virtue ethics is the idea that virtues are intrinsically valuable, irrespective of, or 

at least in addition to, their extrinsic benefits.30 This idea is typically conveyed by specifying 

the virtues as a defining aspect of human flourishing – indicating both that they are 

irreplaceable by anything else and objectively valuable. It must be said that the point is lost 

on most psychologists; they simply do not get it. Their own “crier in the desert,” Blaine 

Fowers, sees instrumentalism (couched in the common currency of subjective desire) as an 

article of faith in most of psychology – one that is considered beyond scrutiny – and he faults 

this “disguised ideology” for a lot of what is ethically wrong with the discipline as it is 

currently practiced. 31  

Positive psychology seemed to be breaking with this tradition when Peterson and 

Seligman posited, as one of their criteria of character strength, that it be “morally valued in its 

own right, even in the absence of obvious beneficial outcomes.”32 Yet, apparently oblivious to 

this assumption, most of positive psychology is conducted under the guidance of business-as-

usual instrumentalism. For instance, Barbara Fredrickson treats gratitude simply as a positive 
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emotion that is valuable insofar as it “broadens and builds” personal resources.33 This means 

that gratitude is, in principle, replaceable by any other means that happens to be more useful 

for this instrumental task – whereas gratitude qua quasi-Aristotelian virtue,34 as presumably 

understood by Peterson and Seligman, would be an irreplaceable part of the flourishing life. It 

goes without saying that instrumentalism is also rampant in contemporary theories of 

character education, where “character virtues” are often understood simply as any 

performance traits that contribute to improved school attainment.35  

Third is the problem of situationism. While the idea that human agents are swayed by 

the force of situational factors, rather than robust character traits, never achieved the same cult 

status in psychology as in philosophy36 – and even seems to have gone into something of a 

remission there37 – many psychologists (especially social psychologists) will consider virtue 

ethicists to be too cavalier about situationist findings. Notably, Aristotelian “dispositionists” 

have developed a standard and much rehearsed set of objections to situationism.38 The most 

famous of those is the anti-behavioristic objection, according to which the mainstay of moral 

character does not lie in behavioral reactions – which may be panic-ridden and “out of 

character,” especially if agents are placed in unfamiliar situations where experience-derived 

scripts do not kick in – but rather in (often retrospective) emotional reactions. In general, 

virtue is not supposed to be about correct behavior exclusively, or even essentially, but a 

multi-factored schema of perception, cognition, motivation, and reason-responsive emotion. 

While psychologists may acknowledge this objection, they will be quick to point out that the 

proposed stability and robustness of those additional factors (beyond behavior) then needs to 

be established through empirical research – a request that philosophers have typically 

spurned.   

 Another tack taken by philosophers is to argue that a lot of the situationist debate is 

conducted at cross-purposes, as the opposing camps simply operate with different sets of 
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conceptual understandings of the very notion of a “situation.” So, whereas situationists focus 

on situations that are broad, passive, extraordinary, and subject to strong contextual pressures, 

dispositionists confine their attention to situations that are narrow, active, ordinary, and 

subject to weak pressures. 39  Some psychologists have contributed to this conceptual 

discourse; 40  yet the mainstream view in psychological circles is to be skeptical of any 

“solutions” to psychological quandaries that are meant to rely on mere conceptual maneuvers.  

 Fourth is the problem of sentimentalism.  I use “sentimentalism” here as an umbrella 

term for a range of interrelated theories that Jonathan Haidt has chosen to call “the new 

synthesis” in moral psychology: 41  theories marrying hard sentimentalist ontology with 

nativism, social intuitionism, and modularism. The “new synthesis” draws, inter alia, upon 

state-of-the-art neuroscientific evidence, purported to show that in moral judgment, “intuition 

comes first, strategic reasoning second.” 42 Findings about how our emotion-and-intuition-

controlled “dog” simply wags its rational “tail” ex post facto are meant to demonstrate that the 

typical virtue-ethics view of the reflective and rational expression and development of moral 

traits is essentially misguided. 43  That said, quite a lot of the critique by Haidt and his 

colleagues of hard rationalist moralities will be music to the ears of Aristotelian virtue 

ethicists. After all, no other moral theory is as sensitive to the emotional construction of 

selfhood and morality. Yet virtue ethicists will consider the pendulum in this new 

sentimentalism to have swung too far away from reason, and they will in the end take no less 

serious an objection to Haidt than they do to Kant, seeing the former as representing the 

deficiency but the latter the excess of the golden mean of “soft” (emotion-imbued) 

rationalism.44 But the sentimentalists remain unfazed, arguing – with some reason, it seems – 

that it is then incumbent on virtue ethicists to offer alternative explanations of the empirical 

findings in question. Implicit in this demand is also the charge that Aristotelian virtue ethics is 

seriously out of touch by not taking account of current neuroscientific research. The great 
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scientist Aristotle would probably be dividing his time between the philosophical armchair 

and the MRI-lab if he were alive today, but it is true that not many current virtue ethicists 

seem to share Aristotle’s hard naturalist willingness to get his hands dirty.45   

 Fifth is the problem of predictivism. Virtue ethicists typically obsess with identifying 

the precise conceptual conditions of individual virtues and how they fit into specific spheres 

of human experience; consider for example Roberts’s careful work on the virtue of 

gratitude. 46  Psychologists typically find this exclusive obsession with conceptual issues 

quirky or, at best, mildly amusing. What they will be looking for are broad dimensions of 

temperament that can offer “incremental validity” over and beyond the Big-Five traits. For 

example, Wood, Maltby, Stewart, and Joseph conceptualize gratitude as a broad, unitary 

personality trait involving “a life orientation towards noticing and appreciating the positive in 

the world.” 47  There is no concern here with identifying features that are conceptually 

necessary for ascriptions of gratitude to be fitting (as distinct from other putative emotional 

virtues such as appreciation), nor with grounding this specification rigorously either in the 

judgments of the “many” or the “wise.” What matters most for them is that this broad “new” 

trait seems to offer validity beyond any of the Big-Five ones in predicting significant life 

outcomes such as subjective well-being. This predictivism, which animates much of social 

science, is entirely foreign to the mindset of most philosophers and constitutes a major barrier 

to cross-disciplinary understandings and collaborations.  

Sixth is the problem of language. In addition to previously explained concerns about 

the value-ladenness of virtue talk, many psychologists worry that the concepts of “moral 

character” and (especially) “virtue” are not proper objects of scientific study in modernity, 

either because they have fallen largely out of everyday use, or because they carry unfortunate 

connotations in laypeople’s current language (as religious, conservative, old-

fashioned/Victorian, etc.). The empirical evidence here seems to be mixed. While some 
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sources record a decline in the use of virtue concepts in popular texts of late,48 other sources 

indicate that ordinary people, even children, have no difficulties in relating to the language of 

the virtues in much the same way that philosophers would and without any of the anticipated 

biases.49 However, those conflicting findings aside, it must be said that philosophers are in 

general much more sanguine than psychologists are of the possibility of retrieving and making 

salient to ordinary language-users philosophical content, embodied in classic language, that 

may have become dissipated in everyday parlance.   

Seventh is the problem of prosociality. When psychologists discuss morality, they 

commonly do so in terms of “prosociality”:50 a term rarely used by moral philosophers in 

general or virtue ethicists in particular. Further, when psychologists think of prosocial traits, it 

seems to me that what first springs to their mind are the attributes of empathy and sympathy, 

which undisputedly benefit other persons and, arguably, society at large. Virtue ethicists 

typically have a much more nuanced view of the morally well-rounded life: namely, a life 

with a proper admixture of virtues. Among the virtues that they are likely to foreground are 

some that seem to have very scant connections to “prosociality,” or may even appear inimical 

to it. Examples of the former sort of virtues are the self-regarding ones such as pride. 

Examples of the latter are desert-based virtues such as Aristotle’s “satisfied indignation”: the 

virtuous pleasure at another person’s deserved bad fortune.51 Most psychologists will fail to 

distinguish between this presumed “virtue” and simple Schadenfreude, which can hardly 

count as “prosocial.” I mention this here as a special problem for psychologists in adopting a 

virtue-based perspective, for although “prosociality” is not a word that falls easily from the 

lips of utilitarians and Kantians either, the problem is compounded in virtue ethics, which 

defines “morality” in terms of flourishing – and can easily make do not only without the word 

“prosocial” but also the word “moral” which was not part of Aristotle’s vocabulary.  
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Eight is the problem of anti-self-realism. Paragons of virtue in Aristotle’s system are 

not only “really worthy” of great things; they also “think” themselves worthy of them.52 In 

psychological jargon, good character is thus not only about “selfhood” but also “self-concept” 

or “self-identity”: the beliefs we harbor about our “selves” and the characteristics we attribute 

to them. Yet in virtue ethics, the emphasis has remained firmly on character qua actual moral 

selfhood. This jars, however, with much of contemporary social psychology, which is 

typically anti-self-realist – namely, rejects the ontological existence of any underlying, actual 

self beneath all the self-attributions, or at least deems this putative self to be epistemologically 

impenetrable.53 Notably, this “cult of identity” in social psychology distinguishes itself as 

markedly from the “cult of personality” in personality psychology as it does from the “cult of 

character” in virtue ethics. One might presume that focusing exclusively on (socially 

constructed) self-identity rather than any deep underlying structures would at least facilitate 

efforts at character education. That is not the case, however, as social psychologists claim to 

have discovered a certain need people have for self-confirmations of existing identities – a 

need that typically trumps the need for self-enhancements.54 Moreover, even if self-concept 

can be enhanced (e.g. by boosting self-esteem), such interventions can be more psycho-

socially hazardous than leaving well alone.55 In general, social psychologists will question 

virtue ethicists’ “naïve self-realism” and their optimistic view about the transparency of the 

self and its amenability to change.56  

Ninth is the problem of measurement. While it is perhaps not a problem for pure 

theorists in virtue ethics that the constructs of “virtue” and “character” are difficult to 

measure, this problem is an acute one for applied virtue ethics, such as character education in 

schools, as proposed interventions in practical settings will not be taken seriously, either by 

social scientists or policy makers, if no methods exist to measure impact. It must be admitted 

that efforts at measurements in this area have so far been either non-existent – relying instead 
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on anecdotal evidence – or lame: relying on proxies for character such as moral reasoning 

skills, mere behavioral change, or self-concept development, none of which amounts, 

however, to exploring what virtue ethicists themselves understand by the cultivation of 

character. A recent large conference on this problem revealed the disarray and, to some 

extent, the despair in the field.57 Many psychologists will consider the sad state of character 

measurement as a reason for sidestepping the field altogether.58 Others react differently, either 

suggesting that mere self-reports can after all do the trick,59 or embarking on a journey to help 

character educationists find better ways to measure what they want to measure.60 

Tenth is the problem of education. 61  This problem has both a theoretical and a 

practical side. The theoretical side of it is that while contemporary accounts still rely heavily 

on educational methods proposed by Aristotle, his descriptions of those methods are neither 

sufficiently detailed nor fully coherent internally.62 Moreover, as psychologists will be quick 

to point out, the Aristotelian staples have rarely been brought up to date in light of current 

empirical findings. The practical side is closely related to the above problem of measurement: 

Character educationists have been successful in demonstrating the effectiveness of 

interventions to enhance (a) “virtue literacy” (cognitive understanding of virtues and ability to 

apply them to new, relevant contexts),63 and interventions to improve (b) virtuous (looking) 

behavior.64 However, to demonstrate that an improvement in real virtue (on a virtue ethical 

understanding) has taken place, it needs to be shown not only that (a) and (b) co-occur but 

also that (a) causes (b). Failure to show that so far will – not unreasonably – be seen as a 

chink in the armor of applied virtue ethics by many psychologists. 65 Another large group of 

psychologists – behaviorists and quasi-behaviorists – will take a different tack, however, by 

simply questioning what all this fuss concerning virtue and causality is about if the 

interventions really make kids behave better.   
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3. Retrievals of virtue in psychology – a taxonomy 

As I have now paid due respect to the anti-virtue catechisms – misgivings in psychology that 

bespeak various sorts of skepticism about incorporating virtue in psychological research – it is 

time to turn to what is often referred to as the retrieval, or at any rate the recent surge of 

interest, in virtue within the discipline. While it is true that a crowd of psychologists seems to 

have gathered around the construct of virtue of late, a crowd is not company, at least not when 

it is as divided as the one in question here. My doubts that a major retrieval of virtue is 

underway in psychology – as distinct from scattered, individual exercises in retrieval – will be 

expressed below by dint of a light-hearted taxonomy. To cut a long story short, from what I 

can see, the group of current psychologists who have made efforts to take on board virtue-

and-character-related insights can be divided into four broad camps – of what I call the 

“dabblers,” the “reconceptualizers,” the “conciliators,” and the “mavericks.” None of those is, 

however, front-of-house or mainstream in contemporary academic psychology, and of the 

four, only the “mavericks” can be counted as rabid converts to the cause.  

 Characterizing the dabblers is that they have identified a niche for virtue within 

mainstream psychology but – erroneously supposing their hands to be clean of philosophy – 

have done so without engaging with the concept in a theoretically profound way. I see 

positive psychologists as the prototypical dabblers. With a few individual exceptions within 

the movement, its grasp of virtue theory is perfunctory; and it is not clear how the ingredients 

of Aristotelian virtue and “flow” are meant to blend with Stoic resiliency, Buddhist 

mindfulness, and hedonist pleasure into a uniform soup. Hence, virtue ethicists need a long 

spoon to sup with positive psychologists.66 On a more positive note, there is no denying that 

positive psychologists have stuck their necks out in spearheading recent moves to “reclaim the 

study of character and virtue as legitimate topics of psychological inquiry”;67 and there is 

much to admire in Peterson and Seligman’s epoch-making 2004 work, not least its consistent 
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focus on virtues as “the bedrock of the human condition.”68 The authors do argue skillfully 

throughout, and with considerable chutzpah, that bringing virtue into the fold of psychology 

provides it with “richer psychological content and greater explanatory power.” 69  Their 

empirical research into the universality of common virtues and character strengths also does 

much to rebut the widespread cultural relativism about virtues in psychological circles, 

crystallized in Kohlberg’s famous dismissal of any “bag of virtues” theories.70 Yet there still 

exists in their work the fatal and unfounded prejudice that fully relinquishing Hume’s fact–

value distinction will mean abandoning his is–ought distinction (see previous section), thus 

turning psychology into prescriptive moralism. They have also failed to grasp the Aristotelian 

point that offering a theory of virtue education without a virtue adjudicator (such as 

phronesis) is doomed to be a self-defeating, futile endeavor.71  

Furthermore, although Peterson and Seligman’s work seems to indicate an 

understanding of the intrinsic value of virtues in a flourishing life, most of their fellow 

positive psychologists still understand virtue exclusively in instrumentalist terms, as already 

noted. This disharmony within the movement will be put to a serious test in the forthcoming 

launch of a large international initiative on “positive education” (the educational incarnation 

of positive psychology). The current mission statement of positive education strikes a delicate 

balance between a non-instrumentalist flourishing agenda and an instrumentalist efficiency-

and-positivity one.72 Future developments of positive education will decide whether positive 

psychologists will want to advance from, or remain at, the level of dabblers in virtue.  

 The reconceptualizers engage with virtue concepts in more theoretically nuanced 

ways than the dabblers, adopting Aristotelian insights and making a sustained attempt to 

disabuse their colleagues of misunderstandings. They also explain and justify the role of 

character qua “personality evaluated” on psychological agendas. However, the 

reconceptualizers have typically either not (yet) teased out the practical implications of their 
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theoretical retrievals, or they are just beginning to subject their notions to empirical scrutiny. 

A research group at Wake Forest University, comprising William Fleeson, R. Michael Furr, 

Eranda Jayawickreme, and others, represents typical reconceptualizing. In an enlightening 

overview article, they chart the advantages that a character-based approach can bring to the 

study of moral behavior, and they propose an ambitious research agenda, on which 

psychologists and philosophers could collaborate.73 In another article, they make practical use 

of their budding reconceptualizations through a novel contribution to the situationism debate 

– by characterizing virtue traits as “density distributions of personality states.”74 As opposed 

to the dabblers, the reconceptualizers are distinctly “upwardly mobile” with regard to their 

understanding and application of virtue constructs.  

The conciliators have gone further down the line of making practical use of virtue 

ethical insights. However, they typically try to combine those with other paradigms through 

intrepid fusions or elaborate syntheses. Darcia Narvaez and Dan Lapsley count as prototypical 

conciliators. While suggesting that academic fence-mending may sometimes be more 

reasonable than fence-crossing – and preferring “psychologized morality” to “moralized 

psychology75 – they have made significant strides in fusing virtue ethical insights with neo-

Kohlbergianism, as well as with recent moral-identity theories, into a multi-faceted social-

cognitive approach to personality. 76  Moral character is then understood in terms of the 

(chronic) accessibility of moral schemas for social information-processing; and on this 

understanding such schemas (rather than traits) carry our dispositions.77  Of the two authors, 

Narvaez seems to be the even greater conciliator, as she also draws on evolutionary theory to 

identify basic ethical orientations (issuing in what she calls Triune Ethics Theory78) and, more 

recently, she has added a version of moral primitivism, based on early-life neurobiology, to 

the pack.79 Difficult as it is to keep up with Narvaez’s ever-expanding syntheses, the virtue 
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elements continue to be seen as complementary “add-ons” in this enterprise rather than its 

“core”; hence, it is not apt to designate it as a full retrieval of virtue.  

Two other recent conciliatory efforts deserve a mention here. Damon and Colby 

continue to expand their impressive research agenda on moral exemplarity, drawing on 

classic, virtue-ethics sources no less than recent work on moral identity and their own 

empirical findings. 80  Moreover, in a surprising twist, proponents of Self-Determination 

Theory – a powerful and widely applied model of human well-being – have recently teamed 

up with an Aristotelian educational philosopher, Randall Curren, to strengthen the Aristotelian 

elements in STD-research,81 thus defying the challenge that this model has typically been 

considered non-virtue-relevant and even amoral. 

All these conciliatory efforts can be seen as genuine exercises in virtue retrieval. Yet 

only in the case of the mavericks will the terminology of “full retrieval” be credible. The 

mavericks have disposed of the fact–value distinction altogether and argue that in order to 

make sense of people’s actual psychology, we need to apply an Aristotelian conceptual 

repertoire to it. Blaine Fowers is the maverick par excellence, and his 2005 book, Virtue and 

Psychology, must count as the unofficial bible of virtue-based psychology. At once tough-

minded and invigorating, Fowers is more than just conversant in virtue; he accommodates it 

explicitly into his very understanding of what psychology is (or rather should be) about, and 

also suggests an essential role for the virtues in the professional ethics and education of 

psychological practitioners.82 Most significantly, he is actively engaged in addressing, one by 

one, the remaining misgivings in psychology about virtue that I reviewed in the previous 

section;83 and in his latest contribution, he attempts to square his virtue-based psychology 

with the latest research in evolutionary psychology and neuroscience. 84  While perhaps 

slightly more optimistic than I am about the Sesame of academic psychology opening up to 
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virtue talk, he does rue that the current “psychological literatures on the topics of virtue and 

the good life are extremely fragmented.”85  

Another notable maverick is Barry Schwartz who has done more than anyone else to 

correct positive psychological misapprehensions about the role of phronesis as an 

adjudicating meta-virtue, and to explain how an understanding of this role is compatible with 

our state-of-the-art knowledge about the working of the nervous system.86 At the extreme end 

of the scale is, then, Svend Brinkmann who, in spelling out his bold claim that psychology “is 

a moral science and psychological phenomena are moral phenomena,”87 disposes not only 

with the fact–value distinction but also with the is–ought distinction – a daring if perhaps an 

overly ambitious move.88 Only in the case of these mavericks can we profitably speak of the 

full alignment of the elements that make up a comprehensively virtue-sensitive psychology. 

However, as the mavericks only constitute a small minority of outliers and gatecrashers in 

today’s psychology, it is premature to consider them to have turned the tide of the mainstream 

or, indeed, assuaged the worries that I delineated in the previous section. 

 

4. Specifying virtue concepts – integrators versus traditionalists 

I have so far concentrated on controversies regarding the role of psychology in substantive 

debates about virtue. There is another level, however, where many theorists see a role for 

psychology, namely in helping identify the meaning of virtue terms. Received wisdom has it 

that psychologists and philosophers go about specifying the “grammar” or conceptual 

contours of open-textured, naturalistic concepts89 – for example concepts designing virtues 

such as gratitude – in radically different ways. While philosophers rely on their own armchair 

intuitions about the nature and scope of such concepts, psychologists aim at specifications that 

are social scientific “all the way down” to the conceptual common ground, thus eliciting the 

views of “the many”, rather than just “the wise,” about what concepts really mean. 
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  We need to resist having such rigid stereotypes foisted upon us, however, as a close 

examination of actual conceptual methodologies reveals that psychologists are no less prone 

than philosophers to relying on their own intuitions or argumentum-ad-verecundiam nods to 

supposed authorities in the field.90 To be sure, a distinction can be made between “armchair 

traditionalists” and “integrators” in conceptual studies, but that distinction (a) is not clear-cut 

but exists on a sliding scale, and (b) cuts across the psychology–philosophy divide, although 

the firmest digging-in of theoretical heels against integrationism usually comes from 

philosophers. 91  Psychologists are in general more likely to find “mere” conceptual 

controversies too trivial to enter into; hence the standard philosophical complaint about 

psychology as a field of “conceptual sloppiness” where language has gone “on holiday.”92 

 The integrators will typically ground their approach in evidential naturalism, 

according to which eliciting laypeople’s beliefs about a given concept – say, gratitude – 

constitutes the natural “first word” of teasing out the grammar of the concept, if not 

necessarily the “last word,”93 as people may be conceptually confused and need (re)education. 

This qualification will be particularly apt in the case of children where an education towards 

“literacy” in a virtue such as gratitude will involve teaching them the proper application of the 

relevant virtue term. 94 If however, say, 80% of people disagree in the end with a given 

philosophical elucidation of a concept, this creates a presumption against that elucidation; it 

becomes incumbent on the philosopher to provide a strong justification for disrespecting 

ordinary language.95 This is what it means to take laypeople’s beliefs as “the first word,” for 

if the philosopher subsequently wants to use the given specification to make normative claims 

about the given virtue – in order to sway people one way or another – those claims will miss 

the mark if the virtue term means something radically different to the public than to the 

philosopher. Notably, many psychologists who either resent or remain agnostic about 

psychology’s role in normative debates about virtues will be sympathetic to psychology’s role 
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in helping explore people’s conceptual understandings of virtue terms – and they may even be 

open to ecumenical collaborations with philosophers in this area. 96  They will be wary, 

however, of philosophers assuming the role of “amateur experimentalists” – imitating badly 

what psychologists can do well.97 

 As already noted, although many psychologists covertly assume the position of 

armchair traditionalism in conceptual studies, only philosophers typically argue for it 

overtly. 98 What they will point out is that conceptual analysis is philosophers’ traditional 

stock in trade – and since it has worked pretty well in the past, philosophical cobblers had 

better stick to their last. This does not mean fighting shy altogether of empirical evidence 

about actual concept use, but rather accepting that such evidence can only be of marginal 

relevance. The main reason is that performance errors are common in laypeople’s use of 

terms. For example, “loose talk” is ubiquitous, where people apply concepts to referents that 

fulfill some (perhaps subsidiary) criteria of proper application but lack crucial necessary 

features. What the philosopher is interested in, however, is proper and coherent concept use; 

hence the need to “trim the ragged edges” of ordinary use. On this view, the likelihood that 

any social scientific surveys of language use provide useful insights into virtue concepts is 

low. As Kauppinen puts it: “The odds are that either the outcome is easily anticipated from 

the armchair, or one or another distorting factor intervenes to produce results that merit no 

weight in conceptual analysis.”99  

 As suggested above, armchair traditionalism and integrationism are extreme ends of a 

spectrum. Thus, Robert C. Roberts has amended his elucidation of the conceptual contours of 

gratitude slightly in light of empirical evidence, showing that only 1–2% of people, young or 

old, subscribe to the view that a proper application of the term “gratitude” requires the 

benefactor to have gone above and beyond the call of duty in creating a benefit for the 

beneficiary. 100  However, although now having relaxed his previous “supererogation 
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condition” on gratitude, Roberts remains within the camp of traditionalism through his clear 

separation of philosophical and empirical considerations in the field of conceptual studies. 

 All in all, while the study of virtue concepts is an area where psychological and 

philosophical research could potentially run in beneficial adjustments to one another, it is still 

moot to what extent such collaborations will materialize in years to come and prove useful.  

 

5. Concluding remarks 

The theoretical case for academic ecumenism between psychology and philosophy in 

researching virtue is strong. It is difficult to see how philosophical musings that are not 

compatible with social scientific evidence can have real-world traction, especially in applied 

areas of virtue ethics, such as character education. It is also difficult to see how psychological 

research into laypeople’s beliefs or understandings of virtue can make do without taking 

account of the conceptual and normative work that philosophers – dating back to the ancient 

Greeks – have conducted on virtue, work that often informs those very beliefs and 

understandings, tacitly or explicitly. Moreover, as laypeople understand individual differences 

substantially in terms of character-and-virtue differences, it seems to go against the very grain 

of a social scientific mindset to ignore this understanding. 

Interdisciplinarity is an ideal to which lip service is commonly paid nowadays; yet it is 

notoriously hard to achieve. I have argued in this chapter that despite honorable efforts from 

both sides, it is still too early to say whether interdisciplinary co-operations between 

psychologists and philosophers in the area of virtue are edging closer to what could be truly 

called a collapse of an academic fence. At any rate, it is clear that, just as Valerie Tiberius has 

argued in the case of objective accounts of well-being,101 virtue-based accounts of personality 

are still on the fringes of psychological work. Criers in the desert, such as Blaine Fowers, are 

being swamped by more domineering voices; recall Section 3. Section 2 indicated that 
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mainstream psychologists will need to abandon a number of long-held convictions for a full 

retrieval of virtue to emerge – as virtue constructs cannot be grafted onto alien stems. 

Moreover, Section 4 reminded us that skepticism about ecumenism in this area is not limited 

to psychologists; many philosophers fear that they would be spreading their energies too thin, 

or even importing foreign elements to their theorizing, if they failed to keep a secure distance 

from raw empirical evidence about how people use virtue terms. Questions of possible co-

operations are also not only academic questions; they relate to power relations between 

individuals and disciplines. Even the essentially ecumenically minded psychologists Lapsley 

and Narvaez find it hard to conceptualize such co-operations in terms that do not reflect 

potential power conflicts between “psychologized morality” and “moralized psychology.”102  

While not the most motivated critic of “integrators” and “mavericks,” I have tried in 

this chapter to produce as even-handed a reality check as possible. Mitigating the somewhat 

pessimistic conclusions that I may seem to have reached must be the historical point that a 

much-hoped-for “new ecumenism” between psychology and philosophy on virtue would be 

anything but “new.” Rather, it would resume a thread from the Enlightenment and pre-

Enlightenment past when most, if not all, moral philosophers considered it obvious that their 

philosophy should be called before the tribunal of psychology, which at that time, of course, 

was still pursued as part of philosophy. It was not so much that psychology abandoned 

philosophy, then, as the other way around: Moral philosophers (especially Kantians) pulled up 

the drawbridge on empirical evidence. Subsequently, they found themselves in the peculiar 

position of having surrounded themselves by a moat drained of water.103 Some of them – 

virtue ethicists in particular – have now dared to cross this moat again, but the question 

remains if psychologists are ready to meet them half-way, or if they continue to consider it 

more sensible to keep a safe distance, following the principle that good fences make good 

neighbors.104    
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