	
	
	



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

What is the meaning of virtue ethics? It is one of the three most important viewpoints: Virtue Ethics, Deontology and Utilitarianism for normative ethics. Utilitarianism attaches importance to results (or various events). The core concepts of Deontology theory are moral rules. Virtue ethics can be compared with the theory of duty which emphasizes responsibility or rules of the result theory that values behavioural outcomes. Its focus is on moral characteristics. It is difficult to explain Virtue Ethics in a few simple words, as human nature is complex and changeable. 
Rosalind Hursthouse, in the book “On Virtue Ethics” complained that other philosophers require a clear self-definition for Virtue ethics, and it is unfair to ask for an explicit answer to the above questions. There is not such a strict requirement for Deontology or Utilitarianism. (Rosalind 2010)
And where are the many people who put forward our ethical standards? Who made them? How should we find the standard answer? Are Virtue ethics realistic by encouraging us and expecting us to think and act as moral as Jesus, Mother Teresa, Aristotle or Confucius? 
We praise benevolent behaviour, but kindness is not a feature of behaviour itself, but a person who acts as those above. Aristotle viewed that virtue is not only dependent on how people behave. It is the inner virtue character that decides what kind of person you are. It is more important who you are as a being, rather than doing.	Comment by Guest User: Can you provide a little more explanation of what you mean here. 
Virtue ethics involves applied action. How one behaves will reveal one’s character. The concept of character is an important concept in virtue ethics. 
Morality is a personality trait related to choices, including courage, moderation and justice. Aristotle believes that a courageous character is connected to human emotions in a special way. Take courage as an example. Excessive fear could lead to timidity, and lack of fear leads to recklessness. Courage adjusts to the fear response when faced with actual threats or dangers. Therefore, the balance of morality is the balance between the two extreme defects. Aristotle states that morality could be cultivated by habits. To be a courageous person, you must have the courage to act, so you need wisdom to judge how to act. 
The most famous form of virtue ethics comes from Aristotle’s “Nichomachean Ethics”, which began with a discussion on Eudaimonia, which involved the questions: What is the ultimate goal of life? What is happiness? How to gain happiness? Eudaimonia is usually translated as ‘happiness’, but the more accurate translation is ‘human flourishing’. Aristotle finally defines Eudaimonia as a lifelong practice of soul conforming to virtue. Coincidentally, Confucianism, represented by Confucius and Mencius, is also centred on the discussion of Virtue. However, the difference is that the Analects of Confucius and Mencius discuss various virtues, neither of which are based on personal happiness. At the beginning, Confucianism focused on the self-sufficient value of virtue. In the words of Aristotle, virtue is the inner good. Virtus is not a means of comparison with other purposes. On the contrary, no matter what we do or for what purpose, we must add self-examination and discipline to the heart of benevolence. In this way, virtue is not the purpose of external seeking, but a kind of living state that is inherent in life, showing the value of human beings.
Virtue is a unique activity of human beings. The practice of virtue is the use of rational function in Aristotle’s argument, and is distinguished from other forms of life such as animals and plants. That is, people only practice rationality, the uniqueness of his/her activities in the biological world can be revealed, and the life value of human beings could be established. The intrinsic nature of virtue relative to other external purposes(goods), that external goodness could be mutual means and purpose, and morality is self-directed. Those who have virtues, regardless of any external goodness, cannot do without the realization of virtue, which is inherent in all practical activities. In Confucianism it is mentioned that wealth and power are what people desire, but it must be measured by justice or not, to decide whether it can be pursued.	Comment by Guest User: 'goods'
Confucius said: Having riches but lacking righteousness, for me, it is like a cloud in the sky, I would not seek after it.
It could be seen that the virtuous people’s act and the consideration of virtue is given priority. It is the pursuit of external goodness of benevolence and righteousness. (James 2017)

Practical wisdom: The practice of virtue has its superior performance, which shows the rationality and value of human beings. In other words, the value of human beings and the state of perfection must be achieved through a certain superior performance of virtue. This is the practical wisdom that Aristotle refers to. This argument is very similar between Aristotle and Confucius. Aristotle called it Golden Mean. Confucianism calls this wisdom the “Moderation of the mean” (middle way). It means to be just right, not too much(over) or not enough(weak), and to behave well. Doing the right things in the right place, in different situations, with inherent rules being flexible in different situations. Therefore, the individual situation determines what is appropriate action. It also means the foundation of all wisdom. For example, in ancient China, common etiquette emphasized that males and females always keep a distance to avoid physical contact. However, it changed in special circumstances, e.g. if a woman was drowning, a man would save her life as a matter of urgency, it doesn’t matter that they would have physical contact.
The above are the strengths of virtue ethics. They do not need to follow the same rules, as long as they are ethical.	Comment by Guest User: So it seems that virtue ethics works well if you are wise and good, but does it provide guidance for those who are not wise? 
So, virtue ethics works well for wise people, but how about those people who are not wise? Rosalind Hursthouse “disagrees that Virtue Ethics could give a guiding the right action.” (Rosalind 2010: 35) 
Is it true? Let us clarify whether the virtue is born nature or acquired.
In the first chapter of the second book of Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle states Ethics are derived from habit, and that nature cannot be changed by habit, but virtue is made by habit. Furthermore, our virtues are not nature, but they are naturally acquired and perfected by their virtue habits. (Crisp 2014) 
Aristotle expressed here that people are not born with virtue, but virtue is hidden in us in a potential form. That is, people are born with the potential to be an ethical person. When people are used to practicing ethical behaviour, then one’s virtues begins to improve and they gradually become an ethical person. Similarly, if one does not get used to practicing ethical behaviour, the virtues cannot develop. In the end, the virtues cannot be realized, therefore, one cannot become an ethical person or virtuous.
However, the virtue nature is explained a slightly different in Confucius teaching.
The children’s enlightenment classic Confucian book: The Three Character, in the first sentence says that man at birth is naturally good. (Yinglin and Phebe 2012) Their natures are much the same, but depending on the acquired environment, their habits become widely different.	Comment by Tristan Nash: Remember to provide a reference. 
The “naturally good” contains the virtue nature. 
In 2006, the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology discovered that children of 18 months of age displayed altruistic behaviour to adults and performed helping behaviour. (SCIENCE, 3, March 2006)
They accidentally discovered that all the babies in their research were “good children” who willingly helped strangers. Psychology researchers made simple moves in front of the group of young babies, such as hanging a towel with a clip and stacking books. After a while, the researcher made a deliberate clumsy mess of these simple tasks. For example, the clip was dropped, or the book pile is knocked down. At this time, the 24 babies all showed up to help in a few seconds. Throughout the experiment, the researcher never asked the baby to help him and never said thank you, as it might change the original intention of the research. They did not want the babies expecting something in return while helping people. The babies fully demonstrated the true altruistic spirit and helped others without any return. However, they added that it is conditional for babies to be helpful. Babies can judge if people really need help or not, like when the researcher deliberately made a mess, the babies usually did not lend a helping hand. This experiment proves the psychological evidence of altruism, helping others is the essence of human nature.
Helping others is a virtue of kindness. This study proves that human beings are born with a virtuous nature.
The Three Character Classic says people ‘s habits become widely different depending on their acquired environment. This idea is similar to Aristotle’s argument: of ‘Ethics is derived from habit’. Both support cultivating virtue and that maintaining virtue requires the right environment or right background.
Combining the above points, it shows that human nature is good, but because of the environment and other conditions, virtue can be affected, which makes people act with virtue (a good person) or become someone who acts without virtues (a bad person). 
Buddhist teachings explain that innate virtue virtues is bright as a light bulb, lighting the way in the dark night. But if the light bulb is covered by layers of dirt or thick ash, its brightness is weakened or even invisible. In fact, the light bulb is still bright, but the light is blocked by ash. As long as the ash is wiped clean, the light can be revealed. 
The innate nature of a human is like the light from the light bulb. The light emitted is like wisdom that can give us direction. The light cannot be seen as it is covered by dust. This is like a bad habit influenced by our environment.
It tells us that our innate virtuous nature has not disappeared, yet it has not appeared. 
How could people cultivate themselves and restore their virtue?
The Chapter Xue-Ji, in the Confucian text, Li-Ji, mentions that when a king establishes political power, he leads his people and should place education as the most important factor. If the education is excellent, the state would be stable and have longevity. (Yutang 2009)	Comment by Tristan Nash: Remember to provide a reference. 
If education is neglected, state power will be unstable, and society will be prone to turmoil. Education refers not only to learning skills and knowledge, but also to the education of virtue ethics. In ancient China, families, schools and society paid great attention to moral education. Opera, music and Chinese drama had only one aim, to teach people to be benevolent and moral. Whenever there are more good people with morality in any society, these societies become stable and harmonious. This has been witnessed throughout Chinese history. The longest dynasty called Zhou Dynasty lasted 800 years. In all the prosperous dynasties, there is a common feature. There was a good societal atmosphere between the king and the people, who were all moral. This is one characteristic of Chinese culture.
 
The environment firstly influences one’s family, then schooling, and then society. 
If someone comes from a family without moral values, they have less chance to have the virtuous concept to guide them in acting out the right behaviour. However, if school and society can be supplement this gap in family education, there would be a chance to reverse the disadvantages.
Could that ancient method be resurrected in modern times?
In 2006, a monk called Master Chin-Kung conducted an experiment on a small town called ‘Tang Chi’ in China. Using the Confucian classic ‘Di Zu Gui’ to educate the residents of the town, within three months, the atmosphere in the whole town was completely changed. All the residents, from adults to children became very friendly with highly moral standards. Law and order improved, with the crime and divorce rate dropping considerably. A taxi driver returned a wallet with a large amount of money inside to the passenger who had dropped it in the taxi. In the past if the same case had happened, their action would have been completely different said the taxi driver. 
In 2006, this city became highly valued by UNESCO for its achievements (Max-Planck-Gesellschaft 2018)
[bookmark: _GoBack]This suggests that people who have lack of morality could still have virtue after receiving the correct education, and that virtue ethics could guide people in the right direction.
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