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Moral Virtue

Virtues are often classified as ‘self-regarding’ and “other-regarding” depending on whether the primary benefit of exhibiting these virtues accrues to the virtuous agent, or some other.
 So, the virtue of ‘industry’ is sometimes said to be self-regarding because the primary benefit accrues to the person who is industrious. Those who are industrious, so the thought goes, will often accrue benefits such as material prosperity. Others in society may benefit, at least indirectly, from the productivity of the industrious, but in the typical case the greatest benefit goes to the industrious person. In the case of an other-regarding virtue like justice
, the primary benefit is said to be conferred upon those who are affected by the agent exhibiting the virtue of justice, e.g., someone who is involved with a just person in some sort of distribution of goods, such as selling property, may benefit by being treated fairly in the exchange. I shall assume without argument that caring, justice and honesty are other-regarding virtues, or what we shall term ‘moral virtues’. Assuming, as we shall, that others are the primary beneficiaries of moral virtues, still it makes sense to ask: does moral virtue provide a benefit for the morally virtuous?
 

Intrinsic and Instrumental Benefits to the Agent

I believe that most will grant that, at least in some cases, the answer to this question is “yes”. For instance, being (or at least appearing to be) morally virtuous may well prove a benefit to someone applying to medical school. Exhibiting moral virtues like caring for others, being just, and truthful might help, for example, in securing positive letters of recommendation. Note that even if we accept this example of how being morally virtuous may confer a benefit to the agent, it seems we will have shown only the instrumental benefit of moral virtue. We have explained its benefit in terms of a means to realizing some other benefit for the agent, namely, the benefit of getting into medical school. As the title indicates, our question is whether moral virtue constitutes an intrinsic benefit to the agent, that is, does it confer some benefit to the agent irrespective of any means it has in realizing some other benefit?

Three Theories of Individual Welfare

We are asking then, whether in self-interested or prudential
 terms, moral virtue provides an intrinsic benefit to the life of the morally virtuous. To answer this it looks as if it would be helpful to have an account of individual welfare, that is, what in self-interested terms makes a life good for the person whose life it is. It is commonplace to use a tripartite distinction here, which, following the nomenclature of Derek Parfit
, we may think of as hedonism, desire-fulfillment theory, and the objective list theory. The main focus of this paper is on the objective list theory of prudential value, but it will help to explain briefly why I think that moral virtue is not an intrinsic benefit for the other two theories of prudential value. 

Hedonism says that how well your life goes in self-interested terms is a matter of how much pleasure you obtain in your life.
 The single intrinsic benefit, then, is pleasure. It may well be that Aristotle and others
 are correct that the morally virtuous obtain pleasure in acting morally virtuous. Hedonists can accept this, but they must say that virtue has instrumental benefit only: it is beneficial only to the extent that it promotes pleasure.
 

It seems too that moral virtue cannot be an intrinsic benefit on the desire-fulfillment view. What counts for a life going well on this view is the fulfillment of desires. Some people may desire to be morally virtuous, for example, they may desire to be caring, just and honest, but it is not being morally virtuous itself that counts as a benefit to the agent, rather the benefit is in having these desires fulfilled that counts as an intrinsic benefit.
 

The objective list theory says that what constitutes a prudential benefit for the agent is independent of the agent’s pleasure or desires.
 Potential candidates for inclusion on an objective list include pleasure, knowledge, friendship, achievement, appreciation of beauty and autonomy. So, our question resolves to whether moral virtue should be included on an objective list of intrinsic benefits for agents. 

The Method of Difference

In order to answer this it will be helpful to ask how we establish other items on the objective list. The thought then would be to use the same procedure to establish whether moral virtue ought to be included on our objective list. 

In thinking about what might be included on the objective list, there are at least two errors we need to avoid. The first is to avoid concluding from the fact that something has instrumental benefit that it does not have intrinsic benefit, for it seems quite possible that something might have both instrumental and intrinsic benefit. So, suppose that we have established that pleasure is an intrinsic benefit and we are wondering if knowledge is also an intrinsic benefit. If we agree with the hedonist who says that knowledge has instrumental benefit in promoting pleasure, this in itself will not establish whether knowledge is an intrinsic benefit. For we may agree that knowledge is a good and reliable means for promoting pleasure, but it still seems that we may ask whether the benefit of knowledge is exhausted in its contribution to the promotion of pleasure. Since we have not defined instrumental and intrinsic benefit in mutually exclusive terms, there is no contradiction in asking whether knowledge also has some intrinsic benefit. Of course, for the hedonist the answer must be no, but this must be established by an argument other than the fact that knowledge might be instrumental in obtaining pleasure. 

A second error to avoid is reasoning from the fact that it might make sense to sacrifice one benefit for the sake of another to the conclusion that the sacrificed benefit has only instrumental value. Thus, suppose it were established that when we are faced with the choice between obtaining further knowledge or pleasure, we should always choose more pleasure. At best this would show that pleasure provides greater benefit, it would not establish that knowledge is not an intrinsic benefit.
 To assert that something is an intrinsic benefit does not mean that the benefit is ‘incommensurable’ with other benefits, or that the benefit to the agent is ‘infinite’. It means simply that the benefit is not exhausted by its possible contribution to other benefits; it is a benefit in and of itself. So, it may make sense to sacrifice one intrinsic benefit for another, when faced with the choice. Accepting this means that we need some other means to determine intrinsic benefit that does not fall prey to either of these errors.

The method of difference allows us to sidestep these problems. The basic strategy is to imagine two different versions of a person’s life that are identical as much as possible with the exception of the disputed benefit.
 If the version of the life with the putative benefit appears to be better, prudentially speaking, then the disputed benefit is indeed an intrinsic benefit. Working through an example may help us. Let us imagine a dispute between a perfectionist who claims that knowledge is the sole intrinsic benefit, and a hedonist who claims that pleasure is the sole intrinsic benefit.
 To the perfectionist we can offer the following version of the method of difference in an attempt to establish that pleasure is intrinsically beneficial. We imagine two alternate versions of Aristotle’s life P+ and P-. In both P+ and P- Aristotle achieves the same amount of knowledge. If we ask which is better for Aristotle, the answer must be that neither: P+ and P- are equivalent. If the perfectionist had to choose which is better for Aristotle, it seems a coin toss would be as good a method as any for determining which version of his life is better, since they are equivalent in terms of the sole intrinsic benefit. However, suppose in P+ Aristotle experiences a large of amount of pleasure, whereas in P- Aristotle experiences very little pleasure. Which is better? The perfectionist would be forced to admit that they are equivalent in prudential terms. However, most of us, I take it, would say that P+ is better in self-interested terms for Aristotle. If this is the case, then we have established that pleasure is an intrinsic benefit. 

Notice that by using the method of difference we can avoid the pitfalls of confusing instrumental and intrinsic benefits. So, suppose that pleasure has some instrumental benefit in terms of realizing knowledge. If we take pleasure in knowing, as Aristotle maintains, then pleasure will contribute instrumentally to the obtainment of knowledge. Since, by hypothesis, P+ and P- are identical in terms of knowledge obtained, we must assume some sort of compensatory mechanism to balance the additional knowledge that pleasure otherwise yields. So, while in P+ pleasure yields a certain amount of knowledge, we can imagine in the P+ version knowledge is harder to obtain than in P-. So, while the additional pleasure in P+ provides some instrumental benefit in terms of pursuing knowledge, this benefit is exactly matched by the increased difficulty necessary to obtain knowledge in P+, so that P+ and P- are identical in terms of knowledge. 

So too does the method of difference allow us to avoid the pitfall of thinking that answering which benefit we are willing to sacrifice for the sake of another will show which benefits are intrinsic and which are instrumental. For even if we accept the method of difference as establishing that knowledge and pleasure both have intrinsic benefit for the agent, this is consistent with differing answers as to which ought to be sacrificed if a decision between one or the other is forced. Those with perfectionist leanings might suggest that Aristotle’s life goes better if he forgoes additional pleasure for additional knowledge; whereas, those with hedonistic inclinations will say that Aristotle’s life goes better where he chooses pleasure over knowledge when the decision is forced. 

Applying the same method to moral virtue I believe that we can establish that moral virtue is a benefit to the agent. First we imagine two versions of a person’s life balanced in terms of non-disputed intrinsic benefits. In thinking about any disputed intrinsic benefits, it is best to imagine an expansive list of non-disputed intrinsic benefits. The reason the expansive list is an advantage here is that it may help us avoid confusing instrumental benefit with intrinsic benefit. Thus, suppose we did not have pleasure on our list of intrinsic benefits when it in fact is an intrinsic benefit. We might be more inclined to think that moral virtue is a benefit when we think about the pleasure that it evokes. If we reasoned in this way, of course, we would be confusing the instrumental benefit of moral virtue with the intrinsic benefit of pleasure. The confusion in this case is attributable to our not including pleasure as an intrinsic benefit. In other words, the more items on the list, the greater the possibility of explaining any benefit of moral virtue in instrumental terms. An expansive list, then, is to the argumentative advantage of those who think that moral virtue is not an intrinsic benefit. 

To apply the method of difference, let us imagine two versions of Serena’s life MV+ and MV-: each has an identical amount of knowledge, autonomy, pleasure, friendship, achievement and appreciation of beauty. In MV+ Serena has moral virtue; in MV- she is almost completely lacking moral virtue. Now we ask, prudentially speaking, which life is better for Serena? I am of the opinion that MV+ is the better life. Remember, in MV+ there is no question that moral virtue requires Serena to sacrifice in terms of other intrinsic benefits. In MV+ she has as much pleasure, knowledge, friendship, autonomy, achievement and appreciation of beauty as in MV-, so moral virtue does not require any sacrifice in terms of non-disputed intrinsic benefits. Intuitively it seems to me that Serena’s life goes better in MV+, and I have difficulty seeing how MV- could be said to be better, or equivalent. 

But I can foresee that not all will agree that MV+ is better than MV-. Part of the reason for this is that even when asking about knowledge or pleasure, seemingly paradigmatic cases of intrinsic benefit, a small percentage of people (less than 10%
) think that knowledge or pleasure adds nothing of intrinsic benefit. With a more contentious item like moral virtue, it is foreseeable that there will be even less agreement about this. This is one reason for thinking that it would be good to bolster the support for the conclusion that moral virtue is an intrinsic benefit. 

A second reason is that the method of difference argument seems open to this objection: in thinking about the two possible lives of Serena, we may not be clearly distinguishing between a benefit for Serena and a benefit for others. The thought then is that if there is no cost to Serena in terms of intrinsic benefits then MV+ is better, because others will benefit, but not because Serena’s life is better. The question then is whether we are muddling the benefit to others and the benefit to Serena. Certainly we cannot conclude from the fact that opting for MV+ does not require any sacrifice from Serena prudentially speaking, that moral virtue is in fact a benefit to Serena. For obviously, the fact that something does not cost us in terms of prudential value, it does not follow that the item in question is prudentially valuable. After all, it could be prudentially neutral.  

Aggregating individual lives: MV+ as a society seems better.

The Sympathy Test

A different means of assessing whether moral virtue ought to be included on our objective list has recently been suggested by Brad Hooker.
 The sympathy test starts with the thought that “how sorry we feel for someone is influenced by how badly from the point of view of his own good we think that person’s life has gone, that is, by whether we think his life has lacked important prudential goods” (149). This combined with what we are calling the method of difference is the sympathy test.
 For example, one application of the sympathy test is this: “…if two people’s lives contained the same amounts of pleasure, knowledge, and autonomy, but one has contained significantly more achievement than the other, we feel sorrier for the person whose life contained less achievement” (148).

Hooker applies the sympathy test to the question of whether moral virtue is a benefit to the agent:

Consider two people who lead sad and wretched lives. Suppose that one of these two people is morally virtuous, and that the other is not. Let us name ‘Upright’ for the one who is morally virtuous, and the name ‘Unscrupulous’ for the one who is not. We would not feel sorrier for Unscrupulous. This suggests that we do not really believe that moral virtue has the same status on the list as pleasure, knowledge, achievement, and friendship (149-150).

This looks like a fairly persuasive case that moral virtue is not an intrinsic benefit. For it does seem that when we apply the sympathy test to other possible items on our objective list, such as pleasure, knowledge and friendship, we do feel sorrier for those who lack these items in their lives; yet, we do not feel sorrier for Unscrupulous, so it is difficult to see how moral virtue can be an intrinsic benefit to the agent if we do not feel sorrier for those who lack moral virtue.  

I propose to argue against Hooker’s conclusion on two fronts. First, there are limitations to the sympathy test, and once we are aware of these this tends to undermine the conclusion of the sympathy test in this case. Second, I believe that a better application of the sympathy test will reveal that moral virtue is an intrinsic benefit. 

One of the limitations of the sympathy test is that whether we feel sympathy for someone seems to be affected by a number of considerations, not simply by how well their lives have gone, prudentially speaking. Among these is an assessment of whether the agent is at fault for the lack of prudential goodness in their lives. So, consider Eddy and Freddy: their lives are equal in terms of prudential benefits such as pleasure, knowledge, autonomy and friendship. If Eddy does not have friends because he passed up overtures of friendship from others, we may feel less sympathy for him than Freddy who had no opportunities for friendship. Even though they have exactly the same amount of prudential benefit in their lives, it is difficult to feel as much sympathy for Eddy as Freddy. The difference here seems to be that Eddy is at fault for his lack of friends. Hooker considers this as a possible objection to why we don’t feel sorrier for Unscrupulous if moral virtue really is an intrinsic benefit, namely Unscrupulous is responsible for this lack of benefit (153). 

Hooker says there are two good responses to this argument. The first is that simply because someone failed to obtain some prudential good through their own fault in itself does not preclude us being sympathetic. We might think that someone may be suffering from lung cancer as a result of years of smoking, yet we may feel sympathy for her even though we assign fault for the lung cancer in terms of smoking. This seems a sound point. From this Hooker concludes,  “…we should demand some explanation of why sympathy is absent in the case of our reactions to Unscrupulous” (153). 

I think Hooker is right that some account of our lack of sympathy for Unscrupulous is needed to make the case that moral virtue is a benefit. Indeed, the whole thought experiment is somewhat strange because most people feel sorrier for Upright in the original thought experiment, so if sympathy really does track just prudential benefit the correct conclusion to draw would be that moral vice is a benefit to the agent. Hooker, however, does not consider this possibility.
But it should also be noticed that the application of the sympathy test is not straightforward: the fact that we feel sorrier for someone it does not follow that they have less prudential good. This complicates matters. The method of difference was used to try to isolate the question of how much benefit a particular item might add to an objective list. Adding the question of sympathy appears to provide some further evidence, but it seems that sympathy is affected by more global considerations, and so requires some care in applying.

The complications for the sympathy test are magnified when we realize that not only the fault of the agent, but the agent’s effects on the lives of others may affect our sympathy.
 Consider three different versions of Zach’s life. Zach is celebrating graduating from university with a bunch of friends at a bar. In all three versions Zach’s bright future is cut short: he dies in a car accident that evening. Zach has lost something of utmost prudential value, namely, any possibility of further knowledge, pleasure, friendship, etc. Now suppose that in one version of his life, Zach drinks non-alcoholic drinks at the bar and is killed by a drunk driver in another car on the way home. The police report says that the drunk driver swerved into Zach’s lane at the last second and so Zach was not to blame at all. In the second version, Zach gets drunk at the bar and smashes into a telephone pole which crashes to the ground thirty seconds later. In the third version, everything is the same as the second except this time the telephone pole crashes onto a school bus that just happens to be turning a corner at that moment. The falling telephone pole and ensuing fire kills 50 children on board the bus.

[Before we assess this, we should make sure that we are thinking of Zach only up to the point of his death. We might think that after death events affect his life, so we want to discount this. 

Most people, I take it, feel the greatest sympathy for Zach in the first case, less in the second, and least in the third. Interestingly, judgments may differ about how much sympathy we ought to feel in each instance, but people are fairly uniform in their judgments about the relative sympathy. Notice that if we feel no sympathy for Zach in the third case this does not show that his future pleasure, knowledge, friendship, etc., has no prudential value for Zach. Rather, our feelings of sympathy can be swayed by the actions of the agent, how much they are responsible for loss in prudential value of their own life and the lives of others. In other words, if our sympathy was influenced simply by the loss of prudential value, then it seems that in all three cases we ought to have the same sympathy for Zach in all three cases.
 Since the amount of sympathy or contempt for Zach varies, it looks like other considerations will affect our degree of sympathy. In the present example, the best explanation for why we feel sorry for Zach in the first version, and less sympathy in the second is the fact that he is responsible for the loss of prudential value in the second but not the first instance. In both the second and third versions of Zach’s life he is responsible for the loss of prudential value to his life, so this cannot explain why we feel less sympathy or more contempt for Zach in the third as opposed to the second case. I submit it is the fact that Zach caused the loss of prudential value in the lives of others that reduces our sympathy for his loss of prudential value. If this is so, then we have a good explanation for Hooker’s original question of why we don’t feel more sympathy for Unscrupulous, namely that his loss of prudential value of moral virtue is his fault, and his loss of prudential value in all likelihood negatively affected the prudential value of others. This does not show that virtue is a prudential value, or that it passes the sympathy test, but it does meet Hooker’s challenge to show why we don’t feel sorrier for Unscrupulous. 

The second argument that Hooker considers in response to the idea that an agent’s fault may affect our sympathy is as follows. Suppose Unscrupulous was raised in an environment where there was no possibility for him to develop moral virtue. Imagine there was no morally good role models, and so anyone raised in this environment would not develop moral virtue. In this case, it can hardly be said to be Unscrupulous’ fault that he turned out as he did. “And if Unscrupulous’ turning out to lack moral virtues is not his fault, our not feeling sorry for Unscrupulous cannot be explained by reference to the matter of fault” (153). 

Incredibly, Hooker does not consider the possibility that our judgment about the sympathy for Unscrupulous might change knowing that it is not his fault that he does not have moral virtue. There is no argument whatsoever in Hooker’s paper that the assumption that Unscrupulous is not at fault does not change how sympathetic we are. This is a serious omission, because in my experience knowing this does in fact change how sympathetic people feel towards Unscrupulous. 

One way to see this is to consider three persons who have equivalent amounts of the undisputed prudential values of knowledge, pleasure, achievement and friendship. Both Upright and Unscrupulous are raised in environments where moral education is available. Upright of course used this moral education to become morally virtuous, whereas Unscrupulous did not use the moral education to become morally virtuous. Non-upright is not morally virtuous, but through no fault of her own: she was raised in an environment where there was not the requisite moral education. In other words, what we have done is disambiguate Hooker’s ‘Unscrupulous’. We have assigned responsibility to ‘Unscrupulous’ for not being morally virtuous, and absolved ‘Non-upright’ of all responsibility for not being morally virtuous.

When asked the sympathy question, most seem to feel the most sympathy for Non-upright, followed by Upright, and least sympathy for Unscrupulous. The fact that we don’t feel equally sorry for both Non-upright and Unscrupulous, even though we assert that they both lack the same intrinsic benefit, is explained in terms of Unscrupulous lacking this benefit through his own fault; and that his lack of this benefit negatively affects others and so too our sympathy for him. I suggest then that moral virtue does pass the sympathy test.

Conclusion

I have argued that moral virtue passes both the method of difference and the sympathy test. It is probably too much to expect everyone to be convinced by this line of reasoning given, as noted, that there is still dispute about less controversial (putative) benefits to the agent like knowledge and pleasure. Rather, perhaps it has been demonstrated that it is not entirely naïve or panglossian to think that moral virtue is an intrinsic benefit. It may also provide some answer to the so-called schizophrenia of modern moral philosophy (Stoker, 1976), for it signals this much agreement with the Ancients: the ideal of human flourishing involves moral virtue.  But clearly these are topics for another occasion.
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�  Gabriele Taylor and Sybil Wolfram, 1968.


� I am of course speaking here of “individual justice”. See Slote 2002.


� It may be objected that if putative moral virtuousness turn out to be a benefit to the putatively morally virtuous then they are not truly morally virtuous, because they are not properly altruistic. This is not the place to answer this question, but may mark some difference between Ancient and Modern conceptions of ethics. See Annas 1993


� I use the term ‘benefit’ rather than value in part to keep in mind that we are thinking about individuals’ welfare (see below). “Intrinsic benefit’ is to be contrasted here with ‘instrumental benefit’ in much the same way that Korsgaard distinguishes ‘instrumental value’ and ‘final value’ in “Two Distinctions in Goodness." Philosophical Review (April 1983), 2, 169-195.


� Cf. Griffins, 1986.


� Reasons and Persons, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984, Appendix 1. Cf. Sumner, 1996 and J. Griffin, 1986. 


� For simplicity sake, I ignore for the most part the harms associated with each of these theories of welfare, e.g., pain, unfulfilled desires and objective harms, respectively.


� Aristotle, 1955; Sidgwick, 1981. 


� Hooker (142-143). It may be objected that a recursive definition of virtue as recently expounded by Thomas Hurka might provide a means to deny this inference. This topic is beyond the scope of this paper but this seems implausible to me. Briefly, if we follow Hurka in defining virtue in terms of loving the good, it still may be the case that loving the good is an intrinsic benefit to the agent. 


� For reasons that I cannot fathom, Hooker claims that moral virtue is an intrinsic benefit on this view if agents have a desire to be morally virtuous (see pp. 144. However, see note 8). This is perplexing because the parallel with the hedonism here seems obvious: hedonists have one intrinsic benefit, pleasure; and desire-fulfilment has one intrinsic benefit, fulfillment of desires. In any event, if we accept Hooker’s claim that moral virtue is an intrinsic benefit on the desire-fulfillment view, then this is quite a banal conclusion, since anything that fulfills desires will be an intrinsic benefit, e.g., eating dirt is intrinsically beneficial for those that desire to eat dirt.


� This should be qualified perhaps as ‘at least somewhat independent’ since one might delimit the list by insisting that the items on the list should provide pleasure or fulfill desires without thinking that their benefit is exhausted by pleasure of desire. See Hooker (145) for discussion about these permutations of the objective list view. For simplicity sake we will assume that the objective list is entirely independent of what the agent finds pleasurable and desirable.  


� It would establish that if knowledge is an intrinsic benefit then pleasure is lexically prior. 


� As we shall see below, an alternate means to apply the method of difference is to imagine two people identical as possible in terms of non-disputed intrinsic benefits. The term ‘the method of difference’ of course comes from Mill (2002). It is a common pattern of argumentation in ethics going back to Plato 1961, 60-61. 


� Perfectionism is often understood as a particular instance of the objective list theory. I cannot explore further here the connection between the objective list theory and hedonism, but I believe that it is possible to see at least some formulations of hedonism as versions of an objective list theory; it is simply that the hedonist has a very small list of intrinsic benefits. In any event, I will assume here that the two theories are not mutually exclusive.


� This is based on my highly unscientific polling. 


� Hooker (1996). Hooker refers us to Sen [REF] for antecedents of this test. 


� I will not explore this difference here, but roughly the sympathy test seems to engage our emotional responses more than the method of difference test.


� 


� In fact, if we take events subsequent to Zach’s death as affecting the prudential value of his life, then it seems that his life goes worse in the third case, because he will be remembered as being responsible for killing 50 innocent children.
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