
HEROES & VILLAINS: THE QUEST FOR CIVIC VIRTUE

Virtue is a “golden mean.” 

Aristotle understood virtue as a “mean” (or middle) between two extremes. The same character trait, 
when expressed to the extreme, ceases to be virtue and becomes vice. For example, too little courage 
is cowardice, while too much makes one foolhardy. A healthy respect for authority becomes blind 
obedience to power when expressed too strongly, or it descends into unprincipled recalcitrance when 
completely lacking. 

Virtue is action. 

Thoughts may be about virtuous things, but do not themselves merit the name of virtue. Similarly, 
words can describe virtuous acts or traits, but can never themselves be virtuous. One’s thoughts and 
words alone don’t make a person virtuous—one must act on them. 

Virtue is a habit. 

Aristotle also believed that virtue is a habit. Virtuous behavior 
is not the result of numerous, individual calculations about 
which course of action would be most advantageous. For 
example, a person who finds a piece of jewelry, intends to keep 
it, but later returns it to the owner to collect a reward helps 
bring about a just outcome (property was returned to its rightful 
owner); however he falls short the title “virtuous” because of 
the calculation he went through to arrive at his course of action. 
While all virtues must be habits, not all habits are virtuous.

Virtue requires a just end. 

Behavior can be virtuous only when done in the pursuit of 
justice. For example, though courage is a virtue, a Nazi who 
proceeded in killing thousands of people despite his own feelings 
of fear cannot be called courageous. Though respect is a virtue, a 
junior police officer who stood by while his captain brutalized a 

suspect cannot be called respectful. A complication can come when we either “zoom in” or enlarge the 
sphere within which action takes place. Could an officer on the wrong side of a war display virtue in 
the form of courage by taking care of the younger men in his charge and shielding them from harm? Is 
the “end” of his action the responsibility towards his men, or the continued strength of his army, which 
is working toward an evil cause?
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