Virtue Ethics explained

Aristotle

Teleology - everything has an end or purpose or ‘good’

Virtue ethics brings about a better world, unlike Kantian
ethics. However, it is not a slave to consequences as
utilitarianism is.

Eudaimonia - supreme good or ‘Happiness’ is the
fundamental goal of life. Everything we do is done to
achieve this.

There is a harmony between our intellect — that tells us
what is the right course of action, and our desire — which
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irtue is chosen, chosen knowingly and chosen for its own
sake. Also, because of the range of intellectual skills, a
virtuous person will have the common sense and practical
skill to be of positive use to others. The theory has a
refreshing breadth, rather than focusing on reason and
logic.

Our relationships define us as people and affect how we

behave, yet moral theories often leave out friendship.
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Historical (narrative) context - you need to understand
the story behind how ethical thinking developed

Allows us to understand where our morality has come
from — you can follow the development of ideas.

Focus on character, not ‘quandary ethics’ (ethics that
focuses on moral issues)

Quandry ethics says little about how we live most of our
lives, and who we are as people.

List of virtues changes - in village societies, strength
and cunning were valued in fighting off invaders;
when democracy developed, people valued political
thinking and intellectual virtues more

Virtue ethics is a broad theory, linked to our religious
beliefs and social context. Understanding different
examples of virtues helps us appreciate our own context.
Homer focused more on physical strength. Aristotle’s
concept of an ‘Athenian gentleman’ and the idea that only
the rich can be completely virtuous may now seem out of

place, and ‘friendship’ seems an unusual virtue. Jane




Austen said ‘agreeableness’ was not a real virtue, and
Aristotle claimed military courage was an apparent virtue.
Christianity brought us faith, hope, love and obedience.

Morality relative to society (contextual) - in US, people
boast, in UK people are self-deprecating

Gives a meaningful account of moral rules. You can only
understand moral behaviour by putting it in context.

Internal and external goods (internal - qualities of
character eg. being generous; external - eg. becoming
rich) - these are both part of the ‘good life’

External goods are competitive, as there is a limited
supply of wealth, fame etc. Interpql goods or virtues are
for the benefit of society

Practices - things you do for their own sake, such as
play music. They are good not merely because of the
external goods they bring.
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Modern society - manager, aesthete, therapist. By
understanding different types of people, we can
understand how to achieve the ‘good life’
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In summary, you should always ask how to form and
mould character instead of questions about rules or
principles in order to achieve ‘the good’ for individuals
and as a community
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generosity at all.
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Bernard Williams - our emotions and relationships
are important

Maclintyre, Foot, Anscombe and Williams lean towards
relativism. They think that it is important to remember
what is valuable or good in our ethical thinking, but they
would not agree with any principles or norms that might
come out of virtue ethics to be applied to all societies. In
some cultures, the man is head of the family and female
obedience to men would be a virtue. It would be wrong,
they would say, to impose our culture’s views on that
culture.

Martha Nussbaum - virtues are part of our
common humanity and should be universal

Relativism is at odds with Aristotle, who believed that the
virtues emerge from a study of what it is to be human, and
therefore apply across all cultures. This may seem a
much more satisfactory position when considering the
evils permitted by different cultures around the world.




