Chapter 8
Virtue Ethics

Semmetimes, in deciding on what we ought 1o do. we fest constder how
we anght to be, For example, i faced with g situation that involves
social injustice. we might piok someone whaom we admired and wanted
tor be like — Gandbl, Tet's sav. or Mother Teresa — and then ask “What
waould Gandhi dod™ This doesn't give us a rigid formula or decision
provedure to employ. Instead, It asks us to constder & virtuous persorn,
terconsider his or ber virtues, and then ask what behavior people with
these good traits and dispisitions exemplify, Some writers hanee
thaught that a picture lke this better reflects how people should go
about making their moral decisions. They should da so on the basis of
vonwrete victue judgments instead of abstract principles, such as
“Maximize the good”™ or “Never trear another person merelv as a
means.” and so forth,

Recall also that some wrlters found Kant's view of the role of
emution in moral life to be rather antiseptic, While Kant does regard
the emotions as sometimes morally sigoilicant, they are only fostra-
mentally significant on his account, Cheerfulness in doing our duty is
gl but good anly because it makes us more willing to do ot — it
mrakes duty come more eastly 1o the virtoous persorn, Also, In spibe
the work af Peter Railton and others, eritics of consequentialism still
view that theory ax committed to the view that friends ooaht o view
eich other's value instrumentally -~ s a means of promoting the
averall good, These are additional considerations thut lead many
wriders o be unhappy with Kaation ethics and conseguentialism,

This dissatisfavtion with abstract principles that seem difficult
apply in practice, as well as theories that don’t seemt 1o allow room
for emotions, or for norms of ethics that are partial rather than
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mmpartinl, have led some contemporary weilers to fey 1o develop an
alternative ethical theory that focuses on virtue evalaation - on evalu-
ating the agent, and not merely the agent’s actions, (O course. theories
such us Kantlan ethics and atlitaranism olfer accounts of virtue
evaluation. so what would make victue ethics truly distinetive is the
claim that vietue evaluation has primacy - that is the noomstive
concepts in the theory are defined W terms of virtue - so that, or
example, right action i delined in terms of virtue, rather than virlue
being defined o terms of vight action,

iher writers have felt that we should turs to cthical practices of the
paest 1o fnd o theory thal could be wsed 1o bring together disparate
traditions and practices — and virtue ethics bas actually been around in
orwe form or another or thowsands of vears, Carsent vietue ethicists i
fact tend 1o ke theie lospiration fom Avistotle (382322 sy who
was i student of Plato 1428345 aey, and certainly one of the greaest
philosophers in the history of philosophy. Aristotle wrote the Nieosa-
chean Ethies, which - as an aid 1o his son ~ spelled oot 1the steps to a
good lle. OF course. "good” 1 a bit ambiguous - I thet morally good,
or pradentially good. or intellectually good, or all of the abover Well,
for Aristotle, the good human lile had all these ingredients, A goad
human belog was virtuous in the sense that he embodied all the
excellences of human character,

So. Aristotle s often held il;‘i s a puradigmatic vistue ethicisl, Again.
though there s some lack of clarity about what exactly virtee ethics is
camaitted to, i s generally agreed that virtue ethics maintains tha
character, human excellences, virtues are the basic modes of evalu-
ation in the theory, as opposed to act evaluations such as “right” and
Twrong.,” It s imporfant 0 now 3%1;«;&5 many virtue cthicksts do nat
believe the theory te be incompatinle with act evaluation at wil.’ Bather,
act evaluation s o be understood i derms of characier evaluation,
Virtue Is the primary mode of evaduation, and all other modes are
understond and delined in terms of virtae, Thos, one populbar version of
virtue ethics defines ri ;Jzi action in terms of virtuee, rather than delin-
mg virtae in twems of right or good action. Tor example, Rosalind
Hursthouse offers the § (iimmaxgg

e ellminitevist strategy b more assoctated with “pot-theory” o the view that
s shakd do withont meeral Qwory altogether,
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PRAY A oction s cight I and ondy 8] 10 s whist a virtoous agent
3
would, characteristically, do in the circumstances, .7

This Is a virtue ethival charactesization of “right action’ bevause the
rightness of the setions s explained in terms of virtee, msd not the ather
way around. Most of the theoretical weight s therefore borne by the
weeount of virtue provided in the theary, To unpack this aceoumt of
right action, we need by know what the virtoons agent would do. We
nesd Lo have an account of virtwe that will give us some way o
approach this ssue.

Hursthouse herself adopts a broadly Avistotelian account owith some
qualificationsi. On Aristotle’s account of virtue, virtue s seen as o
quadity that leads to endademonie, or hunsan well-being, Avistatle dis-
cussed two types of virtue: intellectual and moval vietue, Intellectual
virtues are virlues comducive to certain kinds of knowledge, amd there
are two main iotelleciual virtoes: theoretical wisdom and practical
wisdom. Practical wisdom is mportant 1o our project here hecause
Aristothe understood it 1o be necessary for moral vidlue - moral virue
invelves activity that leads to well-heing and it is practical wisdom
that enables the agent 1o Ggure out how 1o act welll 0 g man ol
practical wisdom s he who has the ability o deliberste. it s a
truthiul characteristic of acting rationally in matters good and bud
for man.

Virtue is o mean state, which means that 1t does nor exhibit excess,
And practical wisdom comes into play sinee 0 is croeiad Tor the virtu-
ous person i choosing the mean:

coowirture pr excellence s g charsctoristie velving chodce, sad L 81
consists i ehserving the mean relative 10 us, 2 mean which 1z & izm d
b sr rationad principle. such as o mao of practical wisdom world e 1o
determine .

There is a ot to unpack in tes account. The virtueus sgent chooses
virtue and chooses to perform the virtuous action, Not only this, bt
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Virtue Ethics

the virtuoas agent in cheosing exhibils proctical wisdom, kaowledge of
what he is doing wnd why B s good, This entails that the virtuous
agend cannol ot oul of ignorance: otherwise, he would oot be genu-
mnely choosing and would not be exhibiting practical wisdom, The
virtuous agent has to be aware of the nature of the choices that he s
making. Here's an example (o help Husteate what Aristotle believed:
Suppose that there are two individuals. AT and Barb, Al s a natarally
sond person who enjoys helping others — he 0t oo hrivht, bat his
mature s sach that he ends up helping people simply out of the
kindness of his heart, This kindness on his part is not cultivated: it s
just part of his peesonality, has basic nature, Barb, on the other hand, is
also o kind person. but someone who has worked at it by developing
goad habits, She iy good because she chose to be - she rationally and
reflectively eadorsed virtue and set out on o path o be virtuous, She
might have been helped alimg by having good parents whao instilied
good values, but still the cholee was hers (o make when she srew up,
and wax able 1o rationally reflect on her own character and make
decisions about what to endorse and what o work on improving. On
Aristotle’s view, Al ks sameone wheo has matural goodness, but ne true
virtue, Barh, on the other hand, has genuine virtae because she has
chosen virtue: she has displaved practical wisdom. Al has not, and so
his goodness, in o way, is aceidental, 1£ may have torned out that Al
just happens to be niee amd does nice things for others, but withoat the
guidanve of practival wisdom and common sense, Al s operating by o
kind of mindless instinet that is sctually dungerons:

ot e that children snd beasts wre endowed with naneal gusiities
of characteristics, but B i evident that witheut intellipence these are
harofal L as i the cose of o mighte body which, when it moyves
witheul vision, comes down to o sighty fall because it cannot see
fust o there exist two Knds of quadity, cleverness snd practioal wisdow,
inn that part of us which forms opinions . so alse there sre bwo kinds of
quahivy in the moral part of us, nataral virtue and virtae in the full

s,

The snslogy with vision s important, One way o anderstand Arstothe’s
account of how the virtueus person, as opposed to the nonvirtuous
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person, arrtves al correct moral jodpments is vig perveption of wha s
morably relevant in the context of making that judement. On this view,
Aristotle is s kind of particalarist ahout moral judgment — about how
ressons work i justitving our actions, The person who i well tralned,
ar who has been hrought up well by bor parents and received the righs
sort of education, will have developed this perceptoal capacity, She will
be able to see thi & given course of action is wrong, o inappropriate,
i och the saene way that an inderior designer can look ot some rocks
and tell the difference between granite and slate, and that oae Is pood
for countertops and the other for mud rooms,

Pravtival wisdom is good deliberation that ends in judgments, well-
considered judgnents, of whist we ought v do and bow we ouzht o
live, That s why it s termed Vpractical” and is generally contrasted
with “theoretical wisdom.” which s wisdom that does not concern
action, but ratler contemplition - figuring sl interesting abstract
problems, for example ~ or anderstandiog, which bas o do with
comprehemding something thar has been written or what somwone
i sabd. but does not iself resalt in o judgment of action, a judgment
about what we should do. This i important because on Aristotle’s view
virtae crucially nvolves sctivity, The bruve person chooses the path
between rashness and cowardice and sets accordingly ~ he dossa’t
simply pass judgment o what we ought to doin his circumstances -
that judgment resalts i action. Otherwise, persons who are weak-
willed. who beliove or know what they ought 1o do bt fail 1o do i
wingld count as virtuous.

Arsstotle fanmwusly believed n the cham that virtoe B 8 mean state,
that it Hes between two oppased vices, This is referred 1o as the doctrine
of the mean. The basic iden is thal vistue will send 1o die between o
extromes, cach of which i a vice, 8o, bravery les between cowardice
arad foolhardiness: temperance Yies between ghattony and abstinence;
and so forthe Seme vieties can be haed to model oo this view, Take
hanesty. OF course, fatlure 1o 1ol the trugh ~ telling o e — would be one
extrese, but i there a vice o telling too muel: trethd Mavbe . though
[suspect there might be some disagreement over this, Part of the mean
stabe concerned our emotions, however, and not just our actions, The
viethous person not enly does the right thing, bat he does the rsli
thing in the right wav ~ in the right sort of emetional or psyehologionl
state, Oar emaelioms can be excessive or deficient sy welll The person
wher runs into the battle to fight. but whoe iy excessively fearful, Is no
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fully virtuous. The traly well-dunctioning person s able 1o control and
regulate his feelings and emotions, as well as act rightly,

Aristatle’s picture, then, of the virtluous person is the person who
{functions harmoniously - his desires and emotions do not conflice with
what he knows 1o be right, They go together. This leads him to view o
prrsens who acts rightly, but whe feels badly sbout it as not being
virtuous, This person is merely “continent™ ~ this person can control
his aetions, bul needs o work on bringing his emotions in lie with
what reason 1ells him is the right and appropriate thing to do. So the
excellent human being is pot conflicted: he does not sufler inner
turmoil and the struggle between reason and passion,

As @ matter of historical fact, Aristotie’s aceount of virtue saffered

from prejudices that were rampant o Ancient Greece. He believed that
slaves ard women. for example, belng defective reasoners, could not
possess udl virtue. They might possess imperfect forms of virtue, ap-
propriste te ther station i Jife, bot oot ol beman excellenee:
In the soul the difference between roler and ruled is that between the
rational amd the vorerstiomad. 11 s therefre Oear that e ather cone
nexions plso there will be notural differences, And se geperally in cases
of ruler and ruled: the differences will be matural but they seed oot be
the sume, For rude of tree nver slave, malde sver Female, mae weer boy, ol
are mataral, bt they are alse different, because, while parts of the soud
are present i cach case, the disiribation is different. Thus the delibera-
tive facully s the sool 3 net present ol sfl i slave: oo female Bt s
moperative. in e child wadevelpped, We mast therelore take it that the
sasere conditions prevail slso i regard fo the ethical virtees, namely tha
all gt purticipate in them but net 1o the siome extent, bt only as may
be reguired by vach for Bls proper Tunethm”

Modern Aristotelinn virtue ethicists such as Hursthouse reject this
festure of Aristotle’s theory, It is anachronistic and completely misin-
formed. Slavery and the inherent inferiority of some persons on the
basis of rave, nationality, and gender are rejected by nes-Aristotelinns.
Evervone has the same chance at goadess, imited ondy by, perhaps,
things such as the circumstances under which they were raised and the
sort of moral education they received as children, But, they argue, the
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brosd framework set up by Aristatle s still correct, Batiomal excelience
ix cruciad to cadaimonio and 1o meral virtue, From a certain perspective,
we can see why this feature would be appealing. Adter adl, swwhen we look
at what separates humans from anbmals, it s the capacity for resson -
this is a sort of “functioning” that seemss unigue and distinctive to
htsmans, So shouldn™ reasoning excellence be part of haman exeel-
lence and thus a crucial component of mocal virtue? This reflects o
strong strain ol naturalism that rans through Aristotie’s philosophy.
Wwe look ol humsan neture, and what marks us off from the rest of
pature, we soe that wo have this capacity that other animals lack and
trat §s of crucial importance 0 our concept of belng a good person. o
person whe functions well and realizes the full potential of kis or her
distinctive capabilities. And he s vight that moest people do think that
we ought to work o developing cur miellects: education, intellectuul
sell-improvement - these are viewed as good things, On the Aristotelian
view, they are goad because they improve our lees by muking us better
people, Note the similarity with John Stoart Mill's modilied hedonism,
Like Aristotle, Mill placed o premiuns vn the development of te inted-
lect — however, his rationale was somewhat different. On his view, this
would lead o better sorts of pleasures. 8ol some have argoed that
what Mill had been adopting in his own theory was a sor1 of Arlstotel-
fany perfectionism, anil that he really wasn't & trae hedonist, Aristotle’s
scvount s called " perfectionist” becase 1 teeats the vood for umans
as a perfection of thelr distinetive capacities ~ in his case. their ratlonul
capavities. The brand of perfectionism favored by Aristotle has heen
subject 1o considerable attack, It depends upon bolding the view tha
there is a human nature and that what is gond for humans depends
apen developing our nataral asd distinctive capacitios - our essen-
tal™ features, i you will, But that we have such “essentinl” humaun
patures, and that it s somehow developing them that makes our Bves
go well both seem rather dubious. Perhaps o we understond the
essentialism in extremely genersd and vague terms i might be righs,
Bt then has very little content. But even if we avcepted this, many
would challenge the clidm that developing our essential human cap-
acities mmkes us gomd ~ including merally good, So, lor example,
suppose that “lealousy™ I an essenthal human emotion - indeed. 1t s
hard 10 imagine & persen whe does not ever experience it under
completely understundable croomstances, We still might disapprove
of it and its expression on moral grounds,
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O the Arstotelian view, morsd virtue s chosen, virtuous uees
themselves are the result of deliberation and choice, and the agents
sor dediherating are good deliberators « they possess practical wisdom
that allows them to make the correct decisions about what they ought
i dio. Inspelling o Aristotle’s view. some writers have made use of a
perceptual anadogy: morally virtuous agents are corvect percelvers -
they are the ones to correctly see what is morally relevant in a given
candext. anmd they act aceording to the pereeptual knowledpe they have
acguived. So i s really clear that on Avistetle’s view there are a lot of
pevchologival requirements for moral virtue,

One controversial Teature of tving practical wisdom so closely 1o
virtue is that it seems to commit the account to o wnity of the virtues
thests, Practical wisdom Is soflicient for being virtuous and i1 is also
gecessary: anvone who truly possesses the abillty o deliberate well
about practical meatiees and carrectly figure out what be ought e do,
anid when, has moral virtue, Parther, anvone who does o have this
ability does not have frue virtue - he may have some kind of imperfect
virtue, or "natural” victue, but s ot troe moral virtue, Bat what this
means ig that i someone bas one virtue, through practical wisdem,
then he's going 1o have all of them, because the sime gosd deliberation
that underdies one virtee will underlie all of them. B practiead wisdom Is
necessary and suflicient for sne virtue - such as kindness - 30 will be
suflivient for all of thes, So the Kind person will abso be courngeous
and just and exhibit the proper amoeunt of pride, amd so on, This is the
unity of the vietues thesis — that they go weether, they are pnited, and
tir have one virtue b 1o have them all, Thus, there are no conrageous
thieves and fiars. There are no generous people who are cowands,
There are no irresponsible, bat noble and sell-sacrificing, ndividuals.
And therein Hes the oddity,

Aristotie also developed an uccount of fricnsdship that has been very
miuential. He incorporated into this aecount of friendship clements of
his view of maral virtue, He claims that there are basically three
distinet types of frivoudsbip: 10 Tricodship based oo wtilitys (35 friendship
based on pleasure; and 13l friendship based on virtae, Type ) s the
sort of friendship we might have with g business acquaintance, for
example. It suevives as long as the business relationship survives, bat
its purpose is simply o facilieate the business - we don't have an
interest in this sort of fricad for his own sake, Type (i1 i closer 1o
wihat we think of as friendship. This friendship is the sort we have with
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somneonre whee s fun o haong out with - mavbe be has o great sense of
Bumor, or mavbe he alwavs has good tekets to the opera. In any case,
the renson for the friendship is simply that it s pleasurable and i the
were to cense, the friendship would cease, 1t s tvpe (1 that constitutes
periect friendship, and this sort of friendship can anly exist betwern
periectly virtuous individoals. We nead o aveept Aristotle’s unity ol
the virtues claim in order to find this picture of friendship at Jeast
initially plausible. This s because, o his view, having ane virtue
meins that we have practical wisdom, which means that we have all
the virtues, Thus, on his view. the issue of partly virtuous friends does
ot arse. Bat for this very reason the scoouat seems implausible upon
reflection, becanse most of us are familior with virtuous peaple who are
gl Triends with ondy partly virtwous people. You mayv, for example.
have o friend with character flows, buat whoe alse has very admirable
asaliny draits - perhaps he's too geallwith people, L example, but vou
honema that whaens they really need help he's always theee 1o help them,
Though vou see room for improvement, this does not get in the way of
the friendship, and vour destre for that person™s good, Aristotle might
respord that this is really one of the other sorts of riendship — based on
utility ar pleasure, But those relatiooships are nob marked hy desiee for
thaet sort of friend's good for ity own sake. Soo at the very least,
Aristotle’s classification of Fiendships does not seem exhaustive or
complete.

At the opening of this chapter, T noted dhat many peaple weree
altracted to virtoe ethics out of dissatisfaction with impartialist ethios,
So. whast advantage here does virtoe ethics offer: Well there's ao
foundational commitment to impartiality, There will be virtues of
friendship — appropriate traits (o pmbody in the contest ol Triendship,
just as there will be different virtues appropriate o judges, or members
of jurics, or politicians, Not all virtues need embady impartinlity
have moral worth and significance. On Huresthouse's view, i L want o
koo what 1o do as g good friend 1 ask mysell what the virfuous person
would do in the circumstances ~ visit the friend i the hospital as
apposed det’s sav) tooworking on the Oxfam phone line, which might
actually promote more npartial or newiral good. This does raise a
trivky issue about conflicts among the vivtaes -~ Doesn't the (rendship
virtue conflivt with the civic virtue? In which case, how do vou choaser
Fbelieve that Hursthoose's answer 1o this i that either action would be
right - so there can be many “right” actions in o given contexst,
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A number of other problems have been raised Lo the Aristotelian
and nee-Aristoteliosn account of virtue, First of all, i is certainly o
highly intellectaalist account of virtue, I we view virtue as necessarily
mvolving covrect perception of what is morally relevant, then somwe
traits that we intaitively think of as virtues wonld not qualily, Think of
@ trail such as modesty. Surely sometbnes. anvivay, people are ouadest
becanse they lack o full and correct understanding of how goad they
are, or bow skilled they are. or bow stenificant their research is. Albert
Einsteln, for example, apparently had o velatively modest stew ol his
own accrmplishments. Though he thought well of his work, of course,
there were others he thought supertor, This seems o case of modesty
where the person s making & mistake, an epistemic ereor — that is. an
ervar in beliel about how well his work stacks up against others. Sirwe
this would invelve a fuluse of reason - o failure o perceive corvectly.
on Aristothe's aecount ~ i could not count as a maral virtae.

Further, the correcl perception requirement raises the dssue of
whether or not anyvone has ever really been virtuous ~ Isn't it reason-
able to ussume that we all make moral mistakes of some sort?” For
gxample, the Ancient Greeks seemed to believe that slavery was mar
ally permpissible amd thar women should be sequestered. These are
clearly moral errors. Does this mean that no Ureeks were ever virtuous
at all. or in any respect whatsoever, because they Jacked correct
perception in some aeen. and thus Tacked true practical wisdom? This
seems rather hursh, Indeed. this hus led some conmmentators on virtue
ethics to nete that virtoe ethivs 0t very practieable in o heteroge-
neows sikeiv.” Suppose that Shetls and Bon are arguing about ~ let's
say - eapital punishment, Sheils favors i1 bat only for the punishment
of the mast heinoos crimes. Bon bs agaiost it altogether, arguing that ot
i cruel and vnusual punishment, and that the state should not be
mvolved in administering death under anv circomstances whatsoever,
Euch has arguaments wo support bis or her view. There i3 no doubs that
thelr apinions an this matter are quite ditferent, and vet, ol least in
cantemporary liberal disconese, we wouldn™t want 1o say thal either
wis unreasenable, even i one of them at least must surely be mistaken.

T atnchael Sobe msakes this kisd of argureent B Chs Virtee Poasibdes” Asaiysis, 42,
March 1982, pp. 700,
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Aristotle’s coreect perception view of virtue would make it the case that
at lesst one of them - the one whe fails o see some morally relevant
vonsideration with respect 1o capital punishment i a particular case
must lack virtue, And thus, each person, convineed that he or she is
right, il they accept this view. must regard the other not only as
mistaken but as alo lacking o virtue, Apain, this seems rather
harsh, Ron mus think Sheila to be misguided, and perhaps as someone
whier puts o bit oo much weight o deterrence arguments - and sill
view her as a good and virtuous person whe s, I gosd faith and
responsibly, trying to decide on a compley issue of justioe.

These sorts of coses make o move fragmented view of virtue o bit
mare appealing. Peeple may have moral blind spots, hut they can sl
possess some virtaes, 5o, for example, & man may be insensitive to his
childeen. and thus not be a good father, and vet still be generons in
helping the poor. Most of aur experience of the people around s is like
this. We rarely will have experience ol aryvone who we think is morally
perlect.

OF course, the virtue ethiciss could st maiotain this very intellec-
tualise view and hold that virtue ethics oifers us an idead to strive for,
even i it cannot realistically be obtained, But we might instesd try to
soften the Aristotelian picture and not have such stelngent require-
ments for the virteous persen,

Hecall that Bosalind Hursthouse bas offered an account of “righe
action” that Is Aristetelian, She is one modern theorist who bs sensitive
tar sommee of the problems raised Tor the Aristotelian neconnt and wants
o offer w verston that can avold some of them. For example, she
belicves that the view can in fact goide our actions by providing a
devision procedure asowell as o criterion for act evaluation. The right
action is the ome the virtuous person would perform. However, a
standard problens for her account of right action via virtue has 1o do
with giving an account of why the virtuous apent would do what she
dovs, Is it simply the case that whmever the virtwous agent character-
istically does i right. which seems capricious, or is i the case that the
virtous agent pleks up on reasens that ave morally significant and
that justily the action in question — in which ease it is those rensons
that determine the moral quality of the action, and appeals to the
virtwous agent are redundant;y Becall from Chapter 2 that divine
command theory sullered from a similer problem. Surely the virtuonus
person Is responding to reasoms that make one act morally preferable
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aver the other available options - perlaps considerations of human
dignity and respect. or considerations of good consequences, of a
mixkure of different reasons, weighed approprintely, by any case, i is
these reasons that justily the action as right ~ i s not that the virtuous
agent wills them o he right by fiat. So, these justifving reasons make
up the raw materials for g nosmative ethical theory and we can bypass
theovetical appeals to the virtuous agent altogether, Here's an analogy,
Suppose that we accept the following e water safety: “Safe water is
water the Environmentsl Protection Agency (FPAT says is Hne Lo
drink.” It may be good for me 1o abide by this and only drink water
that meets EPA standards, but the EPA does nor will water with a
certabn composition safe or unsafe, Instead, the EI'A monitors contam-
mants in e water and studies thely toxicity levels, and on that basis
decides what s safe and what s unsale. The trae acepunt of water
salety, then, invalves an account of these contaminants and their
toxicity levels Tor humans - i need make ne reference to the EPA at all,

Humean Virtue Ethics

Unitil a feww yvears ago. this chapter could have been titled “Neo-Arks
totelian Bthics,” since virtue ethics seemed to entirely drnw its inspir-
ation from Acistotle. This, however, hus recently chanped. David
Hume 1171 1-76) was another philosopher who wrote on virtue and
some recent virtue ethicists huve looked 1o bis work for ideans ahomt
how te develop a virtue ethics. Hume's account differs from that of
Aristatle in that Hume views virtues as mental gualities that are
pleasing: and they are pleasing jat least i part) because they are
conducive te social utility in some respect. Thus, he places no heavy
psvehological requirements on virtae. Having a virtue just means that
one has @ pleasing quality (with certain caveats on what counts as
Cplensing v The virtwous person needn't have wisdom or intelligence,
theugh they themselves will count as intellectual virtaes because they
are pleasing and useful qualities, Hume's account does depend upon a
certain view of human oature: the view that we are the sors of
crestures moved by feelings of svepathy for others, as well as concern
for ourselves, He rejects the Hohbesian view of human nature ihat is
cgoist, In the Treatise, Hume writes of selfishness:
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Fam sensible, that, generally speaking, the representations of this qual-
Hy burve Beowr carrled much loo far and that the deseriptions, whivh
certain philosophers delight somach 1o B maskingd in this particelur,
are as wide of neture as any aveounts of monsters, which we meet with
ire fubbes and roamances, So G froes thinking, that men hove oo aflection
o aney thing bevondd chemselves, Tam ol opinby, that they' i be vare 1o
meet with ome. who loves any single person betier than himsells el ts
am o fo e with one, To whom all the kined affections, taken together,
do not oversbalue a8 the selfish.”

Hume believed thut people are motivated by selfinterest, but that they
are also mativated by love and svmpathy for others, 1is this sympathy
that formes the basis lor woraliny, We judge things 1o be marally good or
badd, virtaoeuws or sicious, an the basis of our svmpathy with others, The
pains of nother person is bud, and when 1 see this | resct sympathetic-
ally o the person, For example, [ would probably feel pity lor a person
Fsaw in pain, Suppese that | saw someone ovil in pain, someone who
had tortared thousands of nnocent people. Woulda't 1 feel plensure
rather than pity in this case? Perhaps so, but Hume could explain this as
# pristuct of my sympathy for bis victinss. That feeling woubkl depend on
the extent to which [ thought he deserved the pain he was feeling,

Hume also believed that when we make moral evaluations of peaple,
whiat we are concerned most about are thelr motives, A persan's
actions just give us evidence of the person’s motives. Some have
interpreted Home ax arguing thal the primary focus of moral cvalu-
ation s metives - indernal states of the ageat sssoctated with virtue, or
having good character traits. The pleasing motives are the virtuous
vnes: the ones assoctated with sypathy. directly or ndicectly, For
example. when Arthur helps his elderly neighbar with groceries, we
might naturally infer that Albert is motivited by benevolence and
Kindness - we tind this plessing, out of sympathy with the elderly
neighbor whe is being helped, On Hume s view, if we had noosympathy
ab all with others, we would not be capable of moral judgment. So s
vlew of moral judgment Is dependent on assmptions about human
mature. Revall that Kant had o very different view: moral judpment is a
matter of reason - H anvthing, sympathy can get n the way.

Y Pavid Homse, Tevstine of Hoanar Sabee, adited by Lo A Selbe-Bigee and P, WL
subditet Weled: Claresdon Press, 19784 pp 4867,
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e contemporary victue ethicist, Michae! Slote, picks up on this
feature of Hume's account to argue for a kind of vinue sentbmentalism,
O his viesy, the weong action is the one that s not propesly motivated,
A actlon must be motivated by warm benevolence to be motivated
properly, and a failure 1o be so motivated makes the action wron o, o

One appealing eature of this approach s that @ can be used 1o
provide a theoretical underpinning 1o a care approach in ethics 1o
be discassed further in Chapter Y1 While this work was pioneered by
feminist writers, Slote believes that the theoretical framesork of this
approach can be articulated sith virtue ethics, so that ethics of care
cottdd be fermulated aleng virtueethical lines, Since Hame seems Lo
hold the view that as s matter of our nature we are benevolent beings,
and that we abso muke moral judements based on tas - sinee our
sympathy is responsible for the benevolent motives we have -~ this
mueans that our caring for others is part of oor mtare as well, And,
o a Homean view, iU s the part of owr nature associated with moral-
ity. The worry, | think, for anvone attempting to derive an ethivs of
care from Hume, however, is that Hurme himseld was well aware of the
dangers of too much partislism, On his account, correct moral judp-
ment is not simply given in onr emotional responses 1o athers - true,
we need those to begln with, ts even get started 1o maoking moral
judgments, but these responses need 1o be corrected in order to give
us reliable judpments, Home suggests that this correction takes plave
when we regard the trait we are judging from “the peneral point of
view' and nol simply from our own particular situation, Thus, | may
actually be alirmed and upset when 1 see how brave ey ey s o
but, from the general point of view, abstracied from my own inlerests,
Dean see that this bravery is indeed sdmirable. However, 1 would be
possible 1o reject this fenture of Hume's analvsis and stll retaln same of
the structure of hix acoount of virtoe.

Criticism
Many challenges have been posed to virtue ethies in general, as well as
to the specific approaches outlined in this chapter. One general criticism

of the whole approach s that B il 1o conlirm e whal we know

U Mickael Stote, Aoy foon Matiees sk Cdond Palvorsity Pross, JEi ),
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abwrat bow best to explain human behavior i lght of recent expert-
mental Gndings in psychology, This is a very exciting area in philoso-
phy tdday, U ds interesting in part hecause we can see how
experimental evidence can be brought to bear In either shoring up or
ruling out certain normative ethical theories, Althongh this is highly
controversial and the subject of much current debate, one sach chal-
lenge is that posed by situationism in sectal psvehology,

This is the view that the best explanation for the virtuons behavior
we nbserve someone perlorm is the situation the agent finds hersell in,
ned her “character traits,” or at least charscter traits of a robust sort
Ut can span widely varving contexts,

For example, researchers have found 7., subjects near a fragrant
bahery or collee shop more Bkely o change @ dollar bill when asked
than those near @ nentralsmelling dey goads store.'! Whether or not
weeare smelling something nice is seemingly rrelevant o justifivation
ol our benevolent action. vet ks causally responsible for 1he benevolens
action, Ja, some people just smell o lot more vookies than others and
they act more wicely ~ Is the best ux;ﬁmmiénsz for thewr behavior o
virtae, o the fact that they live above o bakery? 1t looks s though
situntional circunstanees are much ix ter predictors of behavior - so
that seems o be bad news for victue, I we don't need to appeal to
virtaes to explain behavior, they don't serve any thearetical function,
Wi have ao reason o believe that they actually exist either, sinee all
the behavioral regularities that we observe in peaple can be better
explained in terms of comsistent situations] factars, I there are no
virtues, it looks as though there can't be any virtue ethies - i would
be @ bit odd 0 hase our pormative ethical theore on appealing o
morenatively significant things Uwt don’t actoally exist, This is the

view that Gitbert Harman endorses, ™ A virtue ethicist could respornd
i # variely ol wavs, The first is 1o accept the evidence of social
pevehalogy and clabm that vietue ethics oflers a “regulative Weal™ of
behavior, Even i noe one is really virtaous, the virtuons ideal can sl

o Bharis, Jack o Chasmoter Persengaiity sl Mvead Belwevtonr (Cmmbridpe, 35
Combaidge Usdversity Pross, 20020 p, 1L

M Gilbert Heaensan, “Morad Phifosophy Meets Socinl Pavehology: Yigtue Fldes amd
the Pusdamental Astribation Frrar” Provepiingy of the Avivtotvlion Secfern. 99, 1999,
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gubde us moour sctions, Por example. someone might think that it
wouthd be impossible for o real person to he ke the Betitious accounts of
heroes that we read about i comic books, or the pods of Oreck
mythology ~ amd vet argue that, to the extent that we can, we should
use these puradigms as guides o our actions,

Another strategy 5, of course, w deny the signiflcance of this
research 1o virtue ethics, We could 1oy 1o point out methodological
problems with the experiments. However, there are so many dilferent
experiments that it becomes difficult 1o knock them all out on meth.
odological grounds.

We vould also try o orgue that the evidence provided s aot sudli-
cient for the radical conclusion that Harman wants to draw, But this
could stll pose some dificultios tor virtue ethics. Por example, Jobn
Doris proposes that the globalism of traditional virtue ethies be
rejected. ' There s no one “honesty” trait, for example. Instemd, we
may have 30 or mere “honesties™ that is, narrowly checumseribed
trails or dispositions to tell the teath, So, Joe might not have honesty 1,
which is the disposition 1o tell the truth about how well be does on
exams, but he might have honesty 34, the disposition to tell the truth
about how tall he s So, Doris thinks that Harman's view - that
sitationism provides evidence that character traits don’t exist ~ Is
too radical, However, he does think that the experimental evidenee
supports the view that theee ace oo robust fraits: that i traits 1o wll
the truth over all or even most contexts or situntions. And this is a
problem for o virtue cthics that understands virtue ax a “stable” or
“reliable” character tralt,

Another challenge has been that virtue ethics doesin’t pravide o
gubde fo action, “Be oice, dear™ — Well, what s pice. and what are
the clreumstances under which |should be nice? That's what we really
want to know. This shows that it is these other reasons that actually
justily our behavior. This has been rabsed s a very standard problem
for the theary, but virtue ethicists have spent o goad deal of fime trving
ter show how their theories could he applicd. Michae! Slote, Tor ex-
ample, has argued that we need to look at what motivates o person's
actions to determine the action’s moral guality - so my guide will e
what 1 conslder proper motivational stractures. Rosalind Hursthouse

U Do, Lk o Dhasarner i B I
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bas argued that swe can get perfectly serviveable rules Trom virtue ethics,
what she terms the “verpdes™ - such s “Be honest™ or “Be kind.”
Further, this objection is no more a problem for the virtue ethicists
than it s a problem for the consequentiabist wha offers an evaluative
eriterion rather than o decision procedure (though at least the conse-
querttialist does glve us g way 1o evaluate dechsion provedures),

This challenge can be expanded by noting that virtue ethics has
trouble telling us the right thing to do in conflict situations, where two
virtues may conflict, and thus the corresponding cules - such as “Be
haest” or “Be kind” - may conflict, But some virtue ethicists think
thaaat thas s sinaply the way morality s - 0 b muessy, and o any
situation there may be moere than ene right answer. Insisting that
morabiiy s oeat and tdy s simply o impase o misleading clartty on
morad deciston-making.

Virtue-hased  theories, however, face another proctival problem,
Becall that i we adopt the Aristotelion view that virtue involves
“rorrect perception” of what s morally relevant, then we are con-
mitted te the view that those who disagrer with o are lacking in
virtue. I a heterogencous soclety, this view would Jead w lack of
respect hetween people who disagreed with cach other oo important
social lssues, This scems rather alien o our outlook twday. Rather, It
seems quite possible that two prople could disagree abour something,
ard vet both are virtuous, Farthee, F we readly do think that some-
thing like correct perception s eruclal, then it becomes difficult o
figure out how anyhody s virtsous, Was Aristitle bimself virtoous:
Well, he certainly had false and appallingly bad views of wormen - and
yet it seems a bit odid to say that because of this he had no maoral
virfues whatsorver,

Sl there are o variety of formualations of the theory that we could
adopt thal would avoid these implications. We could, for example,
soften the psychological requirements that Avistotie places on the
possesston of virtie, And g Humean aceount would not be subject (o
these ohjections, This is breause on Hume™s view, virtaes are simply
mienital qualities that are found pleasing from the carrect perspective,
This does not place undoe psychologival requirements on the posses-
st of virtue. Viclue ethics remadns an interesting allernative ap-
progch i moral evaluntion and morad guidance,



