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Dissertation Abstract    

The work of my dissertation is motivated by the recent revival of interest in virtue 
ethics in moral philosophy. Specifically, I examine the plausibility of recent Aristotelian 
naturalistic views of goodness put forward by Philippa Foot and Rosalind Hursthouse. 
Overall, I argue that the prospects for this kind of Aristotelian naturalistic project are not 
very good. In the first part of the dissertation, I argue that it is possible to defend 
Aristotelian naturalism against recent challenges from evolutionary theory. I do this by 
constructing a functional Aristotelian account of goodness, one which I believe is the 
most plausible version of this kind of Aristotelian naturalistic view. Ultimately, however, 
the Aristotelian naturalist is confronted with a dilemma. On the one hand, if she stays true 
to the central aim of Aristotelian naturalism, and attempts to put forth a naturalistic 
account of human flourishing that is explicable in terms of contemporary biology, she 
would have an account that furnishes similarly structured naturalistic truth conditions for 
both moral evaluations of human actions and lives, and non-moral evaluations of plants 
and animals. Such an account, however, supports implausible moral judgments about 
virtue and flourishing. On the other hand, if she were to incorporate avowedly normative 
criteria for moral judgments into her account, she would have an account that supports a 
prima facie more plausible moral theory. However, insofar as such avowedly normative 
criteria do not admit of naturalistic explication, such an account would lack a naturalistic 
foundation. There does not seem to be any ready solution to this dilemma. In light of this, 
Aristotelian naturalism cannot be shown to be plausible as a view of the nature of 
goodness or as a foundation for virtue theory.  


