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Despite being a classic example of a venerable old idea, heroism has never been a major theme in 

philosophy. Most philosophical discussion of it has come in the wake of James Urmson’s 1958 

landmark essay, “Saints and Heroes,” which introduced the notion of supererogation into 

contemporary ethical discourse. For several decades, heroism was approached through that lens, 

that is, as a paradigmatic instance of supererogatory action, with little serious concern to define it 

more specifically than as moral heroism (in contrast, for example, to heroism in sports), as it was 

the correctness of the deontic framework itself that was the main point of contention. More 

recently, the ascent of virtue ethics has carried over to discussions of heroism. Broadly construed, 

this framework underwrites how moral heroism is typically approached these days, in the sense that 

it is generally understood in terms of the virtuous character of heroic agents. 

 Kyle Fruh’s goal is to push back on this. He contends that thinking about moral heroism in 

terms of morally virtuous character fails to correctly understand it, and that it thus sets us up for 

theoretical confusions as well as avoidable disagreements when it comes to important practical 

issues such as education and commemoration. The basic problem, according to Fruh, is that moral 

heroism has no essential connection to moral virtue, and even that their occasional contingent 

overlap is far from the norm. While granting that there is a certain motivation to want to see 

morally heroic deeds as issuing from morally virtuous agents, Fruh makes a strong case that the 

facts tell otherwise, and that we would be much better off ditching the “hegemonic” (31) “received 

wisdom” of “the dominant virtue narrative” (3) and instead thinking about moral heroism primarily 

in terms of actions rather than agents. Specifically, he contends that we should see moral heroism 

as “a special variety of moral achievement characterized by sacrificing in circumstances of elevated 

stakes in order to advance a morally worthy end” (81). Delimiting moral heroism in this way would 

enable us to make better sense of it by grounding its approbation in “achievement admiration” 

rather than “characterological admiration.” 

 A strength of Fruh’s argument lies in critically exposing the fallaciousness of the inferential 

move, characteristic of the virtue-theoretic approach, that goes from observing heroic action to 

positing morally virtuous character traits in the agent. Much of his critique has a wider scope 

concerning the inadequacy of virtue ethics more generally, such that heroism would represent a 
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special case, but Fruh is careful to keep his target clearly in focus. Even with widely accepted 

paradigmatic cases of moral heroism, it is empirically unwarranted to account for them on the basis 

of moral virtues understood as consistent, stable character traits that possess explanatory and 

predictive power. Worse, accounting for them in this way has a distinct tendency to slip into more 

totalizing forms of “global admiration” (175), which in the context of moral education Fruh aptly 

likens to “an objectionable form of hero worship” (145). In short, according to Fruh, “virtue 

thinking misidentifies what the moral hero’s exceptionality consists in, misleads us in explaining 

the actions of moral heroes, and mischaracterizes the figure of the moral hero” (59). 

 This is an entirely salutary argument. Its import, however, depends on the extent to which the 

moral virtue paradigm is indeed “hegemonic,” and it’s not clear that it is. Scholarly discussion of 

heroism is notoriously messy and muddled, and Fruh concedes that his hegemony claim is an 

“impression” (31). Fair enough, but it does leave room for the possibility that the characterological 

approach prevalent among scholars interested in heroism today, even if it engages in virtue-talk, 

may not align with the strict account of moral virtue that is found among certain philosophical 

proponents of virtue ethics, and which is the object of Fruh’s critique. Bending the stick so far 

away from this approach by defining moral heroism as “a non-relational property of actions, and 

derivatively of agents” (24) risks throwing the character baby out with the moral virtue bathwater. 

 To his credit, Fruh does not quite do this. After setting up the problem, laying out the critique 

of virtue ethics, and developing his theory of heroic moral achievement, he takes steps to provide a 

more defensible account of the moral psychology of moral heroes than one based narrowly in 

moral virtues, and this builds on ideas of “moral identity” or “moral personality.” The key 

argument concerns the “Non-Optionality Claim,” which is the tendency on the part of moral heroes 

to demur in the face of praise, claiming that they just ‘did what they had to do’. This phenomenon 

calls for explanation, and Fruh argues cogently against other attempts, notably deflationary views 

that would dismiss the first-person reports as simply mistaken, and duty-based views that would 

claim, conversely, that such reports offer privileged insight into the nature of moral duty. Wanting 

to maintain the non-optionality of the actions yet without allowing them to have demanding 

implications for moral duty in general, Fruh presents an account of “practical necessity” that draws 

on Bernard Williams’ ideas on moral incapacity. This approach to character offers a more 

compelling view than the virtue paradigm, but it does raise problems for Fruh inasmuch as his 

account of heroism is meant to be anchored on actions, whereas practical necessity and moral 
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incapacity are “deeply personal facts” (110) that are unthinkable except in agent-relative terms. 

 The crux of the problem emerges as follows: if heroism can involve this sort of practical 

necessity, then how can it also be a matter of sacrifice? As Fruh acknowledges, sacrificial action 

normally implies declining a more favorable alternative, but the existence of any such alternative 

seems to be ruled out here by the fact of necessity. Fruh proposes two strategies to deal with this. 

The first is to suggest that even in cases of practical necessity there may be an alternative after all, 

with the result that “a moral hero in the throes of practical necessity could be described as making a 

sacrifice in the usual way” (119). The idea behind practical necessity is that one’s moral 

personality is such that not performing the heroic action would do unacceptable damage to one’s 

self-respect and integrity—but such omission is possible, and so there is in that sense an 

alternative. But this seems confused. The point of talking about practical necessity is that the 

damage to the agent’s moral identity would be, for them, worse than performing the heroic action. 

So even if it is made to count as an actual alternative, it’s not one that would make that action a 

sacrifice. Rather, what’s remarkable about such heroes is that their moral personality is such that 

not performing the heroic action would be sacrificial. 

 Fruh’s second strategy may be more promising: there need not be an alternative for the action 

to count as a sacrifice. Here emphasis is placed on the genesis of the agent’s moral personality, the 

reasons why they have the relevant moral incapacity, and the fact that they positively endorse it. 

Fruh thus claims we can describe someone in a situation of practical necessity as having “become 

committed to a certain kind of sacrifice, rather than failing to make one at all” (121). This is more 

promising, but it does remain questionable. For Fruh is either resorting to an oddly third-person 

view of something—namely, sacrifice—that is essentially agent-relative, as if actions taken in 

abstraction from the agent’s moral identity could possibly be construed as sacrifices, or else he 

must grant moral heroism a degree of agent-relativity in the form of a commitment to moral 

integrity that would sit badly with the emphasis he wants to place on heroism as principally a 

matter of action. 

 Although he may not have tied up these loose ends definitively, Fruh goes on to address 

questions concerning education and commemoration, where he makes numerous compelling claims 

that are nonetheless duly tempered by a recognition of the limits of his account. To be clear, these 

limits are mostly reflections of the difficult landscape. Anyone familiar with contemporary heroism 

studies will recognize Fruh’s book as a significant contribution, one that shines a great deal of light 
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in a murky and ambiguous realm. Fruh’s arguments that moral heroism is profoundly 

misunderstood by the strict moral virtue paradigm are solid, and should be taken as a cautionary 

tale not to let our interest in character go too far in that direction. But his own careful analyses 

concerning moral personality seem to work at cross-purposes with his attempt to shift the emphasis 

onto heroic achievement. Some such shift is welcome, including how it would decenter heroes as 

moral agents and have other “revisionary implications” (162). But the degree to which achievement 

and characterological admiration often remain inseparable should perhaps be acknowledged more 

directly, especially if the field today is indeed more philosophically muddled than deeply 

committed to the moral virtue paradigm and thus susceptible to being steered in wiser directions. 
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