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Can virtue ethics provide us with guidance on how to act?
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By Nicola Sperry
First of all, I would like to set out what Virtue ethics is and also can be compared too in my understanding. I will also briefly outline in what context I will talk about it in this essay. 

I am solely concentrating on it as a whole and also using deontology as a mere opposing term so that you can clearly see what I am pointing out. My main sources will be ‘Aristotle’ for virtue ethics and the opposing will be ‘Immanuel Kant’ regarding deontology.

I believe that virtue ethics can indeed provide a good guide in how to act, below is my argument for, and also things that I have found that would conflict with this idea.  All in all my conclusion would be that virtue ethics can prove to be a good source of guidance in how to act.

Virtue ethics in my understanding focuses more so on the character of a person whereas deontology (an action based on rules) focuses more on the duty of a person. 
Deontology was a main view of which was embodied within Immanuel Kant’s philosophy, which rules out the emotions and focuses more on duty through setting down laws in which a person would become dutiful. 
Virtue ethics I would say is more closely linked to the emotions, a more of a holistic approach, in which a person would have a broader view of what it was to be moral and to act in a ethically.

Virtue ethics to me has a lot to be admired; Firstly, in the way that it lends way for human flourishing, or doing their part well. That in itself is an admirable trait and in the trusting of your own intuition of what is and isn’t right within any given situation. As children we are taught to not trust our own intuition and this lends way to ways of thinking in which you always need rules and regulations as to know how to act and who to be, making a person more reliant on others rather than themselves?
As Aristotle quotes “We are what we repeatedly do” meaning to me that our virtuous behaviour or character is one of habit and one that we have to instil of our own accord and then nurture. 
Although virtue ethics does not provide guidance on how we should act (which could be considered as an objection) it does lend to the fact that one can be virtuous and have a so called ‘good life’ no matter what a person’s education, status or ethnic background, and actually could be seen as bridging the gap in society in thus becoming more whole, more cooperative.
I think that virtue ethics opened up a new way of thinking, and that thinking previously was coloured with the notions of obligation which to me would be more of a ‘I should be’ rather than a ‘I want to because’……
therefore, virtue ethics to me seems more universal with its approach. As we now know through our own experiences people doing things because they want to is much more well inhabited (or taken on to be their own), than someone laying down the law and saying to you that you should act in one way or another. One could say that it is a philosophy in itself, as a way of creating people to think more independently.
When you are wanting to act well because it makes you feel good too then surely close relationships and relationships within society can certainly flourish, and thus in turn the giving to yourself (enlightened self interest)?
Aristotle’s ideas seem to me that it was about trusting more in the human nature; the character of yourself rather than relying on a law-giver. Therefore, the question would be not how should I act according to societal laws but how should I live, giving the notion to actually come from a place of where people could actually be an embodiment of their own philosophy?

There is also the fact that a feature of virtue ethics is that it is proved character traits are mostly stable once established, meaning that they are reliable and consistent traits of a person. If a person’s character holds the traits of being kind then this will be carried into all of his endeavours and connections with others. To be ethical is a learnable state in which you would have to teach yourself such traits, and thus making them into a habit to embody these traits. Once the habits have been created people are usually consistent then in their actions and dealings in life.

Natural character traits of a person will be positive and negative when growing up, but for someone to nurture the positive and choose one trait over another (seeing one as bad and one as good) would that not be a bias perception and also limiting? For are not all traits of a person a reflection of their own reality?

I am not in any way saying that you cannot create so called good ethical habits; but what is a true ethical view of how one should be? I think we all have the human instincts of which you shouldn’t hurt another (albeit a few exceptions), but we end up doing so no matter what morals we embody or how virtuous we think we are. 

One could say that without the confinements of laws and rules and people left to their own devices things could get out of control? I think this lends way to Kant’s way of thinking, seeing that if there are no set rules to follow people will not know how to act. I could see the logical thinking in this but it still doesn’t seem to fit for me as it takes away our own critical way of thinking in a sense and confines our way of thinking as a whole society, a kind of one fits all when really it doesn’t take into account different situations need different approaches.

My conclusion would then be that virtue ethics to me seems a plausible if not a more natural way in which to nurture a person’s character to act virtuous and have good morals and act well within our society. We all have this natural tendency to sway to so called good habits and filter out the bad, but what I feel virtue ethics lends way to is more of a nurturing of good habits rather than laying down the law and confining ourselves to certain parameters of beliefs that do not necessarily work for all, thus virtue ethics gives a more wider scope a more realistic view in that one size does not fit all, and in this can be a lot more inclusive and much more widely accepted.
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