Can Virtue Ethics Provide Us with Guidance on How to Act?

This essay will focus on the stance that Virtue Ethics cannot provide us with any guidance on how to act in particular focusing on Aristotle’s idea of Virtue Ethics put forward in his work Nicomachean Ethics. It should be noted that there are other branches of Virtue Ethics and while they all agree that virtues should be the centre of our focus and we use out wisdom to work out what we should so the differ in how to combine the virtues and wisdom as well as how we should live our lives. Throughout I will be looking at a couple of the major criticism of virtue ethics and how they mean Virtue Ethics cannot provide us with guidance on how to act.

The basis of Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics is the idea of Eudaimonia which ‘has been variously translated and no perfect translation has yet been identified. While all translations have their own issues, eudaimonia understood as flourishing is perhaps the most helpful translation’ (Fisher and Dimmock, 2021) at its most simple it is what Aristotle said human life should aim to and so to do this we need the virtues as they focus on the development of the character towards this final goal of Eudaimonia.
The main concept of Virtue Ethics is it is a way of life it is ‘concerned with the whole of a person's life, rather than particular episodes or actions’ (Bbc.co.uk, 2014) Aristotle believed that being a morally good person came from finding a balance between two extremes. This is widely referred to as the ‘Golden Mean’ for example ‘true courage would be a balance between too much courage, recklessness, and too little courage, cowardice.’ (mereliberty, 2018) by approaching situations with this mindset it helps a person to practise to become a good character and eventually it will become second nature to look at the situation to know exactly how to react. It is important to note that the Golden Mean is not about always acting in the middle but more about acting the appropriate amount between excess and deficient for you as an individual. It is also important to note ‘that Aristotle's treatment of virtues as mean states endorses the idea that we should sometimes have strong feelings—when such feelings are called for by our situation. Sometimes only a small degree of anger is appropriate; but at other times, circumstances call for great anger.’ (Kraut, 2018) when we talk about the mean it is not as if reactions are on a scale from one to ten and to be morally good, we always have to reaction at a level five. This is the reason Virtue Ethics is seen as a way of life as no one can just wake up and start making all of the right decisions in every situation. In Aristotle’s second book of Nicomachean Ethics, he compares the development of virtues jobs that requires skill such as a builder “…men become builders by building” and “…  we become just by doing just acts” (Mit.edu, 2021). Morally good people are developed my practical application of the virtues not just by knowing what they are, and this takes time.

This way of approaching ethics has faced quite a few criticisms the main one is in relation to the lack of solid rules that other consequence based moral theories provide (Utilitarianism and Kantian Ethics). In virtue Ethics there is not rule book to follow in every given situation it relies on a person’s own experience and wisdom. This can cause many issues.
The first issue is how can somebody know what to do when a situation calls for the virtues to clash. In Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics you are taught to assess the situation and then find the mean between the two extremes of whatever the problem is for example in a social conversation you do not want to be too boring to the point where the conversation dies yet you also do not want to be too over the top to where the other participants feel uncomfortable or unable to join in. A virtuous person (as well as most people) would be able to find the middle ground however what if the situation calls for you to be generous and modest as this generosity can causes you to come across as not modest. In Virtue Ethics it has not got a rule book on what one is more important or a guide on how to navigate this situation it tells you to rely on your pre-gained wisdom from past experiences and says a virtuous person will be able to find the path between these two virtues. The issue then arrives as there is no standard response that everyone can follow you are going to get people doing what they think is virtuous but to another it is not for example in the generosity/modesty problem you will get some people leaning more towards the generosity side then others will riel back the generosity and lean more towards the modesty side. How can we ever know how we should actually be acting as one of the only guides you have is following how other virtuous people seem to be acting, but you could be flowing someone who thinks they are acting vitreous yet is actually not for example you could think your local politician is the most virtuous person alive and as such in tough situations you ask yourself “what would they do” but it turns out what they are doing is not what other virtuous people are doing. If such you have not been given any good guidance on how to act yourself. 

Another objection to this theory is the concern that a lot of Virtue Ethics and then by association living a virtuous life is based on luck. ‘The road to virtue is arduous and many things outside our control can go wrong’ (Utm.edu, 2021). As Stated, before Virtue Ethics is based on the concept that throughout life you develop these virtues through experiences and looking at the virtuous people around you. This is good if you have the virtuous people around you or you have the right experiences to help you develop these virtues however these conditions are out of our control. We cannot control if we are born in an area with few role models or if we are unable to surround ourselves with friends that are virtuous. ‘some people will be lucky and receive the help and encouragement they need to attain moral maturity, but others will not’ (Utm.edu, 2021). If this is true, then how can we praise someone for being virtuous when by all accounts they just go lucky and ended up with the right people and then also blame someone for not acting in such as way when again it was not in their control. How can a theory such as this give any sort of guidance in how to act as it appears that if you are born with the right amount of education to be able to assess the situation you are faced with or the right people surrounding you and the right experiences you will have a better chance at becoming a virtuous person however if the opposite is true and you are not born with the right people surrounding you or you haven’t got access the right education you have little chance of being able to succeed. 

A problem with Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics comes right from that start with his idea of Eudaimonia and the idea that human life should aim for this as its final goal. This is what all of the developing of the virtues is aiming for. It is to make us have a flourishing life that he is imagined is what is right for us. That being said ‘What happens if we reject the idea that we have a final end, or, less radically, reject the idea that the virtues are connected to it if we have one?’ (Annas, 2007). If you do not accept this then it is possible that the direction you want your life to take does not line up with the virtues and as it does not have a rule book for you to quickly look at to see what other people are told to do in this situation, you will have no guidance as you have not been developing your virtues. This theory is one that you have to commit to unlike other theories with the rule books where you can look at different rules form different theories and then compare them to see what would work best for you in that particular situation. It should be mentioned that just become you reject Aristotle’s idea of Eudaimonia does not mean you reject the virtues and you can still try and live your life according to them however ‘it does imply the rejection of a unified rationale for them’ (Annas, 2007) and as such ‘puts severe constraints on the extent to which practice of the virtues can be taken to be part of aspiration to an ideal of living a better life as a whole.’ (Annas, 2007). By this it cannot really guide you to live a better life overall and Virtue Ethics as a whole is based on the idea of longevity and the person’s life as a while rather than specific situations so has very little guidance in that respect either. 

All in all, when you look at Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics you can see that there are clearly issues with the lack of any solid guidance within what has been written down. That being said in terms of guiding us how to act it can have some benefits. Like mentioned before even if you reject his idea of Eudaimonia you can still use the virtues and try to better yourself by thinking more by acting however that is not really helpful in situations where you have to make quick decisions.
Overall, I would say that Virtue Ethics by itself cannot give us good guidance on how to act however there is a possibly that when combined with other things the virtues could help sort through what is the best response to pick out of rules form other theories. 
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