





Can virtue ethics provide us with guidance on how to act?








Moral philosophy is less about what is morally right and much more about how an individual ought to determine what is the appropriate action in specific circumstances. However, Virtue ethics, associated for the most part with Aristotle, has a slightly different solution to the problem. Rather than focusing on rules and consequences, it is concerned with building moral character and developing virtues. But here is a crucial question to consider: If the focus of moral philosophy is primarily on "what kind of person are you," can it tell us anything about what to do in particular circumstances, so much so that it is never fully clear what it does tell us about right action? This is especially important in real-life moral dilemmas, where people must make decisions under conditions of uncertainty and may not be able to follow moral rules.
In this essay, it is suggested that, although guidance can be given, it is an indirect and limited one, through the lens of virtue ethics. In theory, practical wisdom ensures that one makes decisions in accordance with one's situation. Still, there are no clear rules or decision procedures for practical wisdom, and much depends on the agent's moral development. Immanuel Kant and John Stuart Mill have more precise and less immediately practical versions of ethics than does virtue ethics (which provides a more realistic description of moral life). But this doesn't mean that virtue ethics is not effective—this difference in purpose is evident as well: To influence moral judgment over time, not to give a set of rules to apply to all circumstances.
According to Aristotle, all human things are performed with the purpose of a good, and the good for human beings is eudaimonia, sometimes translated as flourishing or living well.[footnoteRef:1] Thus, the concept of ethics moves beyond the realm of individuals to their lives. A good moral act is therefore not considered in isolation, but in the context of many other positive acts. The significance is that this implies moral appraisal is an essential consequence, achieved by a person rather than by results or rules. It also implies that ethical cognition is more than just analyzing a single instance of ethical decision-making, as it entails recognizing ethical habits/morals and the consistent decisions that follow from them. [1: Aristotle (2009) Nicomachean Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.] 

A person must cultivate character traits such as courage, honesty, and justice to attain the happiness of eudaimonia. These are virtues that are settled habits, or dispositions, and can be applied to a variety of circumstances. This is not by nature, but is derived from habit and repetition.[footnoteRef:2] As Annas explains, this process is similar to learning a skill, where experience and repetition gradually improve judgment.[footnoteRef:3] A comparison is important because virtue ethics views moral decision-making as a complex process rather than a matter of simple rules. It also emphasizes the need for moral education, as people need to be trained and guided to develop habits that foster a good moral personality. [2:  Aristotle (2009) Nicomachean Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.]  [3:  Annas, J. (2011) Intelligent Virtue. Oxford: Oxford University Press.] 

Virtue is referred to as the “golden mean”, another central idea, where virtue is the middle path between two extremes.[footnoteRef:4] For instance, courage is the equal of cowardice and recklessness. This is not a rigid proportion or guideline, though, as it will vary depending on the situation and the person. This implies that there is no easy-to-follow formula for moral judgment. Instead, it calls for sensitivity to context and for knowing what is appropriate in a specific situation. As a result, the concept of phronesis, or the virtue of practical wisdom, is introduced into the teaching of Aristotle.[footnoteRef:5] Practical wisdom is the skill of sensing the moral aspects of a context and selecting the right course of action. It embeds the concepts of right and wrong into the process of making specific choices, thereby giving the impression of direction. But this guidance is not clear and rule-governed. In many ways, it relies on the agent's judgment, which poses an important difficulty, particularly for younger agents or those without a strong moral compass. [4:  Aristotle (2009) Nicomachean Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.]  [5:  MacIntyre, A. (2007) After Virtue. London: Duckworth.] 

Virtue ethics critics mainly complain about its lack of guidance on action. Virtue ethics faces the problem of explaining how it can serve as a guide to action if one lacks a disposition for action.[footnoteRef:6] When the answer to a moral question is ‘act as a good person would act,’ this might not be of any help to someone who is inexperienced or lacks moral filters. If one has to know what to do, one must already be eminently able to do it: an illogical situation. Therefore, the theory might seem less useful in daily decision-making, particularly in challenging situations that require clear direction. [6:  van Zyl, L. (2009) ‘Virtue Ethics and Action Guidance’, Journal of Moral Philosophy, 6(1), pp. 50–69.
] 

This criticism is strengthened when contrasted with other moral theories. Different theories generally present clear and universal rules, such as Kant's. The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals is the work in which Kant states that it is morally good to act on a principle that may be universal.[footnoteRef:7] This implies the same for moral choices made based on reasoning rather than character or experience. One problem with all of this is that it gives clear guidance. It can also be criticized for its inflexibility; no basis for exceptions based on context. For example, it may require telling the truth even if it causes harm, which many would want to avoid. This underscores one particular balance to consider in moral philosophy: clarity and flexibility. Kant's theory provides precision and uniformity, but may not address the wide variety of actual situations in which moral choices might entail multiple values and experiences. [7:  Kant, I. (2012) Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.] 

Likewise, Mill's utilitarianism provides another sort of guidance by consequences. Mill's principle of utility dictates what should be done: what is to be done is what maximizes happiness for the greatest number.[footnoteRef:8] This offers a clear decision procedure, although in practice it may be challenging to implement. Virtue Ethics seems more flexible than these theories and relies on more subjective judgment. But it can also be seen that the predictions about the consequences of the acts are uncertain, and that the assessment of happiness is complex. Furthermore, it might allow unappealing behaviour, such as reducing the happiness of one person to benefit another, leading to concerns about fairness and individual rights. [8:  Mill, J.S. (2016) ‘Utilitarianism’, in Seven Masterpieces of Philosophy. London: Routledge, pp. 329–375.] 

But those who advocate virtue ethics believe this objection is misguided. Virtue ethics, Hursthouse suggests, can inform the conduct of an agent, one in which it is characteristic, insofar as it draws attention to the various moral concerns involved, like honesty, fairness, and compassion.[footnoteRef:9] Although this does not create prescriptive rules, it does help define acceptable actions and provide direction. Virtue ethics provides guidance that is context-sensitive and flexible, rather than universal and context-insensitive. It enables agents to act in line with what is actually happening while remaining rooted in a firm sense of moral values and character traits. [9:  Hursthouse, R. (1999) On Virtue Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.] 

Additionally, Russell says that Practical wisdom is a rational power that enables people to react to the arguments found in a situation.[footnoteRef:10] From this perspective, a moral judgment is not random, but is based on reason and experience. In this sense, then, virtue ethics is a source of guidance, but in a more flexible, context-sensitive fashion. Good judgment also means understanding which elements of a situation are most important and not taking action on a rule without considering the context, leading to more considered, balanced decisions. [10:  Russell, D. (2009) Practical Intelligence and the Virtues. Oxford: Oxford University Press.] 

Stichter expands on this notion, staging moral judgment as a practical skill.[footnoteRef:11] Some people can make good choices after seeing many complex situations, and if someone is good and wants to get better at making good decisions, they will take it from there. Virtue ethics can guide without the strict principles of this analogy. It also indicates that one's moral awareness grows over time instead of being complete from birth. [11:  Stichter, M. (2011) ‘Virtues, Skills, and Right Action’, Ethical Theory and Moral Practice, 14, pp. 73–86.] 

But this defence is not fully adequate. Based on experience and judgment, guidance may be restricted to some. Further, people may have different views of what a good man/woman would do. This also often results in the risk of inconsistencies and conflicts, particularly in situations where there is no evident social norm or common understanding. In complex moral conflicts when there is no clear answer, one has to rely heavily on one's own interpretation, and this becomes a more serious issue.
Moral values, according to Prinz, are primarily emotional and cultural, which may mean there is no objective concept of virtue. [footnoteRef:12] This poses a new threat to the belief that practical wisdom can be reliably applied to action. Virtue ethics' advice can also be a point of contention across cultures because it depends on different views of what is virtuous, making it harder to apply consistently. [12:  Prinz, J. (2009) ‘The Normativity Challenge’, Journal of Ethics, 13, pp. 117–144.] 

This concern is further strengthened by Doris, who believes that individuals' permanent characteristics do not necessarily drive human behaviour as much as situational factors.[footnoteRef:13] If that is true, then the idea that they are consistently good may be wrong. This undermines the notion of moral character as the foundation of reliable virtue ethics. It also, of course, doubts whether the lives of the individuals can be lived constantly in harmony with virtues in the presence of the circumstances that would influence them. [13:  Doris, J. (1998) ‘Persons, Situations and Virtue Ethics’, Noûs, 32(4), pp. 504–530.] 

A defence of virtue ethics replies by saying that there are non-ethical virtues. Foot believes that virtues are rooted in human nature and rationality, and so are, to some extent, objective.[footnoteRef:14] Similarly, Nussbaum suggests that several virtues have cross-cultural relevance for humanity's flourishing.[footnoteRef:15] These arguments indicate that it is possible to overcome full relativism in virtue ethics, though this is not a complete success in practice. Virtue ethics seeks to be universal while remaining sensitive to context. [14:  Foot, P. (2001) Natural Goodness. Oxford: Clarendon Press.]  [15:  Nussbaum, M. (1993) ‘Non-Relative Virtues’, in The Quality of Life. Oxford: Oxford University Press.] 

A more moderate conclusion would be that there can be no expectation of getting a complete decision procedure from virtue ethics. It provides another style of guidance, one that asks the reader to take on the role of a moral agent rather than enforcing any definite rules of action, as McAleer argues.[footnoteRef:16] Virtue ethics is not so much a way of telling people what to do in specific situations as a framework that helps them be good. It places special emphasis on cultivating good character, which better equips one to face the challenges posed by good or bad moral behaviour in life. [16:  McAleer, S. (2010) ‘Four Solutions to the Alleged Incompleteness of Virtue Ethics’, Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy, 4(3).
] 

This results in a more well-rounded assessment. Virtue ethics emphasizes a central element of morality: that good judgment is not a set of rules or calculations. It helps you to understand how context can be useful, and how developing moral understanding takes time. It has not been structured enough, however, to be very useful when situations call for speedy or accurate decision-making; individuals may need more immediate guidance. It does indicate that the relation between virtue and ethics might be another theory of ethics, or that ethics and other theories work best together rather than being mutually exclusive.
Finally, actions can be guided towards virtues, but in only a limited and indirect way. It is not a theory that provides clear decision procedures, as do Kantian or utilitarian theories, but rather one that nurtures practical wisdom and trustworthiness. This provides greater flexibility and realism in the moral life, but also raises issues of clarity and consistency. Thus, virtue ethics is not an all-encompassing theory of action but is rather a useful tool alongside other moral approaches and should not be seen as an alternative to them. It is its power to predispose people to thought and moral judgment, even if it does not always offer clear answers to every situation.
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