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Assessment Essay One
Q) Can Virtue Ethics provide us with guidance on how to act?

Ethics is the study of how humans behave the way we do[footnoteRef:1] and aims at providing answers as to how humans ought to act, also known as Normative Ethics, different ideas of ethics have their own ideals and principles of guidance to try and lead us to live a fulfilled life with acts that have moral worth. All of which provide their own arguments to support their position that they can provide moral guidance on how to act in order for an action to contain their definition of moral worth. There are many that would argue that Virtue Ethics, when compared to other alternative ethics, can provide the most adequate guidance on how to act. However, there are those that would argue that other ethics such as Utilitarianism, Kantianism or Ethical Egoism are more suited to provide use with guidance on how to act morally in life.
     A strong argument to support that Virtue Ethics can provide us with guidance on how to act is that Aristotle’s ethic is based on the Golden Mean, is that a virtues is an act between two extremes[footnoteRef:2]. For example, acting courageously is viewed as having a healthy balance between cowardice and recklessness, that you cannot be courageous without feeling a healthy level of fear, otherwise you risk acting recklessly which is seen as immoral. This balance of reason is described by Aristotle as “having the right feelings, towards the right thing, in the right situations, to the right degree”[footnoteRef:3]. This can be strongly argued as a preferable guidance on how to act because this can be applied to many situations. Furthermore, this form of ethics emphasises that a good moral person is one that has the right character traits, a person of virtue[footnoteRef:4], which may appeal to a wide variety of individuals as virtues are also accepted as morally good traits to act by both religious believers and atheists and is therefore arguably a good moral guidance on how to act due to its inclusiveness. 
     Although, many have argued against Virtue Ethics as an adequate guide on how to act because it is empty of actual guidance, that in some situations it can be difficult to tell if you are being cowardly rather than courageous[footnoteRef:5], as some may disagree on what consists as a virtuous, like a monk may view courage differently to a warrior. Therefore, some situations may mean having the wisdom to make a correct judgement. It could be argued by some that Utilitarianism may offer a more directive guide on how to act because, unlike Virtue Ethics, courage is valued by its aim at removing pain and giving pleasure[footnoteRef:6], and not because of the right levels of emotions that it must involve. That an action is right if it promotes the best consequences for all who are affected by an action[footnoteRef:7], which some might feel as providing a more straightforward guide on how to act as it is seen as providing easier solutions to moral dilemmas as it ensures maximum morally good impact. It can also be argued as more impartial and has a deeper commitment to equality than Virtue Ethics as it is more concerned with humanity and other sentient beings as a whole rather than individual flourishing[footnoteRef:8]. However, some Rule-Utilitarians may also support Virtue Ethics as providing morally good guidance on how to act because they value virtues as they believe that these character traits should be encourage because they can result in the best consequences for society[footnoteRef:9]. 
     Virtue Ethics can also be argued as a poor guidance on how to act because of its focus on emotions as other ethical theories, such as Kantianism, view emotions as not necessary to act or live morally but see ethical theory as a system of principles and rules[footnoteRef:10]. Kantians may argue that Virtue Ethics is not a satisfactory guide to act morally as Kantianism ideals of solving moral issues require judgement and deliberation of rational beings in order to respect others and not to treat them merely as an end but have regard for their ends as well as your own[footnoteRef:11], which John Stuart Mills describes this as “to do as you would be done by”[footnoteRef:12], and does not require the influence of emotions. Therefore, it could be argued that Virtue Ethics does not provide a sufficient guide on how to act, as it values moral imagination rather than a strict set of moral rules[footnoteRef:13], which some may argue as too abstract. Kantians instead argue that acting out of inclination or emotions have no moral worth because neither are done for the sake of duty[footnoteRef:14]. Although, Kantianism has also been argued to be too abstract in its guidance for similar reasons as Virtue Ethics as it too is also lacking in providing a detailed set of instructions[footnoteRef:15], which may suggest that Kantianism is not necessarily a better alternative to Virtue Ethics on providing guidance on how to act.
     On the other hand, it could be argued that Virtue Ethics is praised because of its account of the moral significance of emotions than other ethics[footnoteRef:16], that a healthy balance of emotions have value because they can motivate virtuous and rational acts. For example, it can be argued that without compassion, we cannot recognise the suffering of others, such as how animal rights activists argue for the prevention of animal cruelty because they can recognise their suffering because of their compassion for animal. This could be argued a strong moral guidance on how to act in comparison to Kantianism which has been criticised as leading to moral alienation due to its view emotions are not compositions for moral agents to use reason[footnoteRef:17], which prevent the building of relationships as emotions are often seen as ways of recognising how others think and feel. Utilitarianists may also support Virtue Ethics as a moral guide as Utilitarianism is also concerned with the how consequences of actions can potentially effect all sentient beings, including animals, whereas Kantianism has been criticised for not providing a moral guide in regards to the treatment of animals[footnoteRef:18].
     Furthermore, another argument to support Virtue Ethics as a good guidance on how to act is Aristotle view of Virtue Ethics as a moral education for the development of a person’s character[footnoteRef:19]. Making it significantly different to other ethics as it is concerned and considered the significance of a person’s upbringing and a guide on how to influence a person’s upbringing by encouraging, as Aristotle recognises that we are not born with these virtues, but they come with practice and forming virtuous habits[footnoteRef:20]. This also encourages acting for the right reasons with the right feelings, such as how we cannot speak honestly out of fear we will be caught lying as this will not be considered adequate honesty. Therefore, this strongly supports that Virtue Ethics can provide us with adequate guidance on how to act as it is one of the few that provides guidance during one’s lifetime, not just when humans reach rational maturity. It also encourages the values of the character trait, developing personal relationships, as it argues that we cannot act impartially in everyday life[footnoteRef:21]. Demonstrating that unlike other ethics, Virtue Ethics can also be a guide on the act of developing meaningful relationships.
     However, some may consider that Virtue Ethics lack in providing meaningful guidance on how to act as Ethical Egoists view such altruistic actions that Virtue Ethics encourages as self-sacrificing and is therefore self-defeating[footnoteRef:22]. That Ethical Egoism can provide a more adequate moral guidance than Virtue Ethics because it argues that our moral duties are derived from the fundamental principles of of self-interests[footnoteRef:23]. Ethical Egoism emphasises self-love as a moral life[footnoteRef:24], while Virtue Ethics encourages flourishing through helping others, therefore Ethical Egoism may be an attractive guide to those who value their own interests over the interests of others. Furthermore, Egoists have suggested that adopting certain self-interest behaviour policies may be more beneficial for society as altruistic or virtuous actions may cause offence or create a passive dependent on others[footnoteRef:25]. Which may imply that it views Virtue Ethics as not promoting responsibility as people may become dependent on the help of others and fail to nurture their own responsibility for their own actions. Yet Virtue Ethics can also result in guidance to fulfil our own interests through helping others as their interests can also be comparable to our own[footnoteRef:26], and may result in future actions that benefit us through building trust and loyalty.
     In conclusion, it can be strongly argued that Virtue Ethics can provide a guidance on how to act as it embraces both deontological and consequentialist moral considerations[footnoteRef:27] which it one of the ways in which it differs from other ethical guides. Although it cannot be considered the the only true guide as there are some situations in which one cannot always act virtuously and in some cases virtues can also be used as a vice, such as acting too honestly and losing friends[footnoteRef:28]. Therefore, while Virtue Ethics can provide some good guidance on how to act morally, it is not the only guide that can help motivate right actions as there humans are complex creatures who encounter complex situations, in which following a moral guide may not be sufficient in deciding the best decisions and there may be more than one way of resolving a moral issue which can differ depending on the individual. [1:  Gensler, Harry J. Ethics: A Contemporary Introduction, 2nd edn. (Oxon: Routledge, 2011), p.142.]  [2:  Gensler, Harry J. Ethics: A Contemporary Introduction, 2nd edn. (Oxon: Routledge, 2011), p.141.]  [3:  Bennet, Christopher, What is this thing called Ethics?, 2nd edn. (Oxon: Routledge, 2015), pp.101 – 102.]  [4:  Gensler, Harry J. Ethics: A Contemporary Introduction, 2nd edn. (Oxon: Routledge, 2011), p.139.
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