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Abstract: The virtue of Virtue Ethics, its internal coherence, has been widely impugned and defended, the idea being that its motives are themselves “selfish” (in some sense). Virtue Ethics can be defended in a variety of ways: by showing that it is not “selfish” in the first place, or it is so in a morally neutral way, for instance. I outline these and some further defences: that the criticism rests on a category error and is thus irrelevant, and that there are grounds for claiming that wholly unselfish action may or may not be possible, but is undesirable. Which ever way we wriggle we are forced from the abstract, theoretical register to the personal, practical -- to the question of the possibility of unselfish action (or motive), and thus to questions beyond the parochialities of Virtue Ethics. When all is said and done, however, this debate is instructive but not overly convincing on either side. So that when the wriggling subsides, one is left seeking out the company of Hume in his despair over his sceptical researches, and tempted to throw one’s own papers onto his fire, and go and do something unselfish. Except for the realisation that a conflict between philosophy and lived experience provides grist for more philosophy.
