Can Virtue Ethics Provide us with Guidance on How to Act?
Virtue ethics is a broad term given to theories that highlight “the role of character and virtue in moral philosophy” (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). It is known as being “one of three major approaches in normative ethics” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2022). The purpose of normative ethics is to determine “what actions are right and wrong, or more specifically, which character traits are good and bad” (Dylan Futter, 2022). Therefore, it is important to acknowledge that virtue ethics is primarily focused on a person’s virtue or moral nature, when executing an action (BBC, 2014). Thus, in disagreement to one’s actions being based upon “ethical duties and rules (deontology), or the consequences of one’s actions (consequentialism)” (BBC, 2014). The significance of virtue can be understood as a disposition that is well established within a person – “to notice, value, desire, choose, act and react” to situations in certain characteristic manners (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2022). The aim of this essay is to explore the foundation of virtue ethics and evaluate whether this theory can provide guidance on how people ought to act in various situations. In doing so, it is important to outline significant areas of knowledge, subject to the acceptance and rejection of virtue ethics. While there are educational reasons and scholarly arguments given for the purpose of virtue ethics, these reasons in and of themselves do not necessarily justify the validity and reliability of this theory. 
Firstly, it is important to recognise that virtue ethics presents a direct change from traditional views that an ethical theory must be based on rules and principles, “towards virtue, right manner and the very nature of a human being” (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 118). As the primary focus of this theory is on the living being, evidently, it’s purpose is to demonstrate an individual’s capability to develop the right qualities and attributes, with the aim of behaving virtuously, and therefore, morally correct in society (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 118). In order to evaluate the success and effectiveness of virtue ethics, in providing people with guidance on how to act, it is significant to appreciate Aristotle’s influence in developing virtuous theories. First and foremost, Aristotle’s ethical theory emphasises that a “virtuous person exhibits the joint excellence of reason and of character” (Paula Gottlieb, 2009). For Aristotle, a virtuous person acquires “appropriate emotional responses as well as correct judgements” (Jean Porter, 2011). As a result, eudaimonia, also known as ‘happiness’ or ‘to flourish’, is produced and achieved in the sense of one being successful and fulfilled (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 118). From this information, it is apparent that Aristotle has highlighted some crucial features of a virtuous person, and therefore, demonstrates the way in which a typical virtuous person would respond under all circumstances.
Also, there are many ways in which virtue ethics has provided guidance on how people ought to act. One being, the establishment and development of three approaches: “Eudaimonism, agent-based theories and the ethics of care” (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). Eudaimonism is known as a moral doctrine where the worth of a “moral action lies in one’s ability to generate happiness” (Collins, 2023). 
According to Cave, people are more inclined to do what is morally right because “it is more likely to lead to their happiness.” (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 118). An agent-based theory highlights a virtue as determined “by common-sense intuitions” while the ethics of care “challenges the idea that ethics should focus solely on justice and autonomy” (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). These different approaches present people with the opportunity to experience and practice virtue ethics in a variety of ways, increasing their prospects of identifying their true self and becoming a virtuous person.
However, many would criticise virtue ethics, and the idea of eudaimonia since it is viewed as being very self-centred and self-interested (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). This is because it is typically respected that morality is to be considerate of every human being and not just the self (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). Morality is known as the difference in people’s “intentions, decisions and actions” (Long and Sedley, 1987, pp. 366-377). It is a frame of principles and guidelines obtained from a rule of conduct, that originates from “a particular philosophy, religion or culture”, that may be regarded as universal (Stanford University, 2011). Therefore, it is crucial that all people take into consideration the impact that their actions have on someone else’s life. Consequently, to be described as a morally good or morally bad person, one must acknowledge that this label is ascribed on the basis of an evaluation of their attitude and behaviour towards other people’s well-being. (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). As a result, virtue ethics cannot provide guidance to people on how they ought to act, primarily because it is a theory solely focussed on one’s own character and not the welfare of others.
However, many scholars of virtue ethics would disagree with the way that this theory has been interpreted. This is because, while the virtues appear to be self-centred and to an extent self-serving, they are mindful of other people as the aim is to develop a personality “that best responds to others” (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 124). To be a virtuous person is to make correct judgements and respond appropriately in all situations (Jean Porter, 2011), thus developing a respectable society and a practical social system that cares for one another (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 124). Furthermore, Aristotle establishes two types of virtue that are seen as being good to possess. These are “moral and intellectual” virtues (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 119). Both types of virtue guide people on how they ought to act because according to Aristotle, people obtain the moral virtues “through habit and develop them through practice”, for example courage and honesty (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 119). Alternatively, people “develop the intellectual virtues through education”, for example, wisdom and intelligence (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 119). The use of moral and intellectual virtues demonstrates that there is a “process of learning” where an individual must have experiences and develop the ability to respond to those experiences in a manner that shows intellectual capability and appreciation on the valuable aspects and unworthy aspects of life (Julia Annas, 2015, p. 3). Much of this learning begins within the home “from parents to teachers and the wider culture” (Julia Annas, 2015, p. 3). 
Therefore, while there is much criticism towards virtue ethics, it is important to acknowledge that this theory guides people towards the primary source of education, in order to become a virtuous person. For example, one’s education instructs a person on how they should respond to the needs of others by demonstrating kindness in a trustworthy and secure manner (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023).  
Nevertheless, many would oppose virtue ethics because it is an unstable theory that is unable to support people to solve ethical dilemmas, particularly “the practicalities of how one should behave” (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). In other words, while it is useful to inform people of the virtues that they must possess to become a virtuous person, this theory is not action-guiding. This is because there are simply no obvious rules or principles for guiding one’s action (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023), thus suggesting that to become a virtuous person is based solely on moral luck (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). In contrast to virtue ethics, consequentialism and deontological theories provides either an easy formula to follow, in terms of what is right and wrong (The Ethics Centre, 2016), or has unchangeable rules and principles that people are able to apply to practical situations (The University of Texas, 2023). This is because they offer a clear thought process and strong direction on how one should act under any circumstances (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). Moreover, this leads to the belief that virtue ethics is not a reasonable guide to moral conduct (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 124). As an approach or system that must guide people to be morally good and virtuous, many would argue that this particular theory is imprecise and unclear, due to the absence of focus on one’s reality and the real life manner of people’s everyday situations (Gray and Lawson, 2017, p. 124). For these reasons, virtue ethics is considered a vulnerable theory that is simply too unreliable in supporting people on how they ought to act. 
Although, many would overlook the idea that virtue ethics is not action-guiding. This is because it does in fact offer assistance and encouragement as to the kind of qualities and manners a morally good individual will seek to possess (BBC, 2014). Therefore, virtue ethics indicates that in order to create and develop a good community, the primary focus is to support its members in demonstrating how to be good people, instead of using regulations and punishments to avert or prevent morally bad actions (BBC, 2014). Likewise, while it has been stated that there are no principles or rules guiding people through their life, this is simply not the case. Virtue ethics instructs and educates people that “an action is only right if it is an action that a virtuous person would carry out in the same circumstances” (BBC, 2014). This demonstrates that virtue ethics is the only theory to address matters that are lacking in contemporary moral philosophy (Nafsika Athanassoulis, 2023). As a matter of fact, this theory allows and facilitates people to constantly question their decisions, the situations they come across and their life in general. 


To conclude, this essay has evaluated both supporting and opposing arguments as to whether virtue ethics can provide guidance towards people’s behaviour and actions. Undoubtedly, virtue ethics provides an original and unique argument, one advantage being the constant focus on one’s character and nature, through advising and educating how one ought to act to become a virtuous individual. Evidently, people are much more concerned with the character or traits of other people, rather than their actions, making virtue ethics extremely valid and legitimate. However, this theory presents its challenges because it neither follows an easy method nor has universally known rules or principles in place for guidance. While both supporting and opposing arguments are extremely reasonable, neither appear to have supporting factual evidence, therefore, making the subject matter weak and potentially inadequate. 
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