



NOTES ON VIRTUE ETHICS

Biographical Note:  
Aristotle was born 385 BC at Stageira, where his father was a leading citizen. At 17 he became a student, and later teacher, at Plato’s Academy in Athens. When Plato died in 384 BC and Aristotle was not chosen to lead the Academy he left and spent three years in Assos, in the Greek province of Troad in Asia Minor, where became friends with the Greek ruler there and married his daughter. When this friend was killed by the Persians, Aristotle went to the island of Lesbos where he spent three years with a friend. There amongst other things, he studied the flora and fauna of the island and its seas and effectively founded the science of biology. He then accepted an invitation to become tutor to Alexander, son of King Philip of Macedon. He remained with Alexander after the latter became king - Alexander the Great. - but left after Alexander had a friend of Aristotle’s executed for suspected treachery and in 335 BC returned to Athens, now under Macedonian rule, where he founded a school of his own, the Lyceum, which flourished for some 13 years. But when Alexander died in Babylon, anti Macedonian feeling surfaced in Athens and, threatened with prosecution, Aristotle fled to Chalcis, where his mother held property, and died soon after in 322 BC at the age of 62.

Aristotle’s work, The Nicomachean Ethics, is the original source of the idea of virtue ethics. 

Rosalind Hursthouse, from whose book On Virtue Ethics, OUP, 1999, I have borrowed much, was for a number of years a philosophy tutor with the Open University here, and is now Professor of Philosophy at Aukland University, New Zealand. 

Introduction
So far we have looked at two of the three major current approaches to moral philosophy, ethics - Utilitarianism and the Deontology of Kant - and we have found good points in both and problems. 

We found one main problem with Utilitarianism to be that it relies on an over simple notion of happiness as sort of inner euphoric feeling. It is not clear how inner feelings can be quantified, nor how the quantity of one person’s feelings can be compared with another’s. 

And perhaps the main problems with Kant’s deontology were that 1) it seems to abstract from everything human apart from reason - human interests and feelings were discounted in deriving the Categorical Imperative, 2) the Categorical Imperative seems not to do what its supposed to do - the inability to universalise our maxim does not seem to show that it is prohibited but only that it cannot be a moral requirement, and another possible problem is that 3) it seems hard to devise a set of explicit rules that do not have exceptions in unusual circumstances.

Virtue ethics seems to offer some answers to these problems. Still, it seems odd that the newest addition to current moral theories should hark back to the ideas of Aristotle who lived some 2,500 ago! 

Rosalind Hursthouse, in On Virtue Ethics, suggests that one factor was that the moral philosophy of the mid C20th omitted much consideration of many morally relevant topics - such things as “motives and moral character - - - moral education, a deep concept of happiness, the role of the emotions in our moral life, and the questions of what sort of person I should be, and of how we should live.” She goes on, “And where do we find these topics discussed? Lo and behold, in Plato and Aristotle.” p.3

So, What is Virtue Ethics?
Virtue ethics makes moral character basic, rather than moral rules. It doesn’t ask after the correct moral rules or rule, rather it asks, What character traits are the good character traits? What are the Virtues? It also asks, What makes something a virtue (arete). And it answers: A virtue is a trait that fosters and constitutes human flourishing.  And, like Utilitarianism and Kant’s deontology, it argues that there is an element of objectivity about ethics in that you can’t just say what you like about constitutes human flourishing.

Structural Similarities between the Three Approaches
This is an idea borrowed from Rosalind Hursthouse’s On Virtue Ethics which might be helpful. She is meeting an objection that Virtue Ethics doesn’t tell one what is a right action. She replies that all the approaches have a similar structure - as follows.

Consequentialism: 

1. An action is right if and only iff it promotes the best consequences. 


But what are the best consequences? A utilitarian would add - 

2. The best consequences are those in which happiness is maximized.

Deontology 

1. An action is right if and only if it conforms to a correct moral rule.


And Kant would add - 

2. A correct moral rule is one that satisfies the Categorical Imperative.

Virtue Ethics

1. An action is right if and only if it is what a virtuous agent would characteristically do in the relevant circumstances. 

Here we need two further premises, the first trivial - 

1a. A virtuous agent is one who has, and exercises, certain character traits, namely, the virtues. 

3. A virtue is a character trait that - - - - - - 

Hursthous leaves it to the rest of her book to fill out that sentence. 

So, What is a Virtue? How do we decide what to put on the list?
I will need explain further, but briefly, Aristotle says that it is a trait that fosters and constitutes eudaimonia. “Eudaimonia”  - literally ‘good spirited’  - is usually translated as “happiness”. But, unlike ‘happiness’ ‘eudaimonia’ does not refer to an inner feeling. (I think Aristotle would call that ‘pleasure’ - what we feel when we enjoy an activity. Aristotle says that “Pleasure supervenes upon an activity like the bloom upon the cheek of youth.”) Eudaimonia is rather a way of life - the Good Life. It is very like what we called true happiness  - as opposed to any old inner euphoric state - when we considered utilitarianism. It is the kind of life anyone would want to lead and would want for their children - if only they knew their own true self-interest. (One philosophical wit remarked that to translate ‘eudaimonia’ as ‘happiness’ and then remark on what odd views Aristotle held about happiness, is like translating ‘trireme’ as ‘battleship’ and then remarking on the odd views Aristotle had about battleships!)

Rosalind Hursthouse takes a virtue as a character trait that fosters and constitutes human flourishing. And what she means by ‘human flourishing’ will need more explanation.

Two Important Points to Note: 

1. For Aristotle, and for Hursthouse, the virtues, since they foster and constitute eudaimonia or human flourishing - the Good Life - benefit their possessor - as well as society and other members of it. 

For us, ‘the good life’ has the ring of ‘having a good time’, and seems opposed to the moral life. Perhaps this is due to the influence of a Christian perspective, which sees people as inherently flawed, having ‘original sin’, only gaining salvation through the grace of God by keeping to the ‘straight and narrow path’. 

Virtue ethicists have a less pessimistic view of human nature. Aristotle says, “We have the virtues neither by nor contrary to nature, we are fitted by nature to receive them.” For Aristotle, the truly virtuous person enjoys virtuous activity. (Aristotle distinguishes between the self-controlled people, whose reason sees what is right and steal themselves to do it, and the virtuous person who enjoys virtuous actions.) A flourishing life, a life which is eudaimon, is both the morally good life and an enjoyable life - both admirable and enviable. It may not be the only enjoyable way of life, but virtue ethicists would say that the alternatives are in some way inferior. E.g. a paedophile may enjoy paedophilia, but I would say that not only is that an aberration which is bad for others, but that the paedophile themselves would have a better life - not only more admirable, but also more enjoyable - if they were able to find sexual satisfaction with other adults with whom they could have a deeper and more reciprocal relationship.

An implicit belief of virtue ethics is that being a good human being and leading an enjoyable, satisfying and worthwhile life are not only not incompatible but are in fact wedded together. 

2. Virtue ethics, like utilitarianism and Kant’s deontology, seeks a way of showing that ethical judgements have some degree of objectivity. If virtues are what foster and constitute human flourishing, then since what counts as human flourishing is not an entirely subjective matter - not just a matter of what we happen to approve of - then neither is what counts as a virtue an entirely subjective matter - and we can’t just count what we like as a virtue.

So what do Virtue Ethicists put on their list of Virtues?
I shall try to be brief here, since I think that what is important in virtue ethics is the grounds it gives for putting something on the list. Unfortunately the list itself differs from one virtue ethicist to another. Aristotle’s list (and he does in effect give a list, with much explanation of each item on it) differs from the few examples given by Hursthouse. 

That may seem an objection to the idea that there is any objectivity here. But I don’t think its at all a conclusive objection. After currently people disagree about what measures will best get us out of economic recession, but presumably the question whether or not a given measure will succeed is a factual question. 

Rosalind Hursthouse only gives a few examples of what she counts as a virtue. She implies that most of what we actually count as virtues actually are virtues - e.g. honesty, generosity, temperance (i.e. moderation in matters of pleasure and consumption).

Aristotle’s list includes the following: Courage, Temperance (moderation in matters of sensual pleasure), Liberality, ‘Magnificence’ - large scale liberality to the polis e.g. fitting out a trireme, dressing the chorus, Megalopsuchia - justifiable pride - not just self-respect but the justifiable expectation of respect from others due to one of virtue, Good temper - showing anger where, but only where, it is appropriate and proportionate, Politeness? - a sort of appropriate familiarity with strangers, and Justice - fairness or proportionality in dealings, restitution or punishment. 

Kindness or compassion are not on Aristotle’s list. But he does stress friendship. He devotes two Books of his Ethics to it. He clearly sees friendship as a part of eudaimonia. He says that ‘man is a social animal’ and that no one would choose all the goods in the world on the condition that they had to enjoy them alone. 

Five Aspects of Aristotle’s Ideas on Virtue

There are five aspects of Aristotle’s ideas on virtue which are worthy of separate sections: his Doctrine of the Mean, his intellectual virtues, the need for experience and habituation in gaining and exercising virtue, that the virtuous person is the measure of what is right, and the idea that virtuous actions are done for their own sake.

.

1. Aristotle’s Doctrine of the Mean

Aristotle notes that the virtues are, at least often, a kind of mean between the extremes of doing too much and doing too little. E.g. Courage is the mean between cowardice and foolhardiness, Liberality is the mean between meanness and being a spendthrift or a sucker. I am not sure how important this was to Aristotle: he repeatedly notes it, but I did not read him as either deriving this from anything important nor as inferring anything important from it. And he admits that not all dispositions have such means - some are just wholly bad (or good?). But I have read a view that such means represent a kind of balance of the soul that is a part of flourishing. Rosalind Hursthouse makes no use of this aspect of Aristotle. But it is a well known thesis of Aristotle’s.

2. Intellectual Virtues

It is important that Aristotle, unlike many moral theorists, includes intellectual virtues on his list - and in this he is followed by contemporary virtue ethicists like Hursthouse.

His main intellectual virtue is phronesis  - practical wisdom. Aristotle sees it as having two related aspects. In one sense it is what we might call ‘nous’ or sagacity.- the ability to see how to act in order to bring about what you intend - the ability to act intelligently in the situations which confront you. 

But phronesis is not just about seeing how to achieve what you intend, which Aristotle calls cleverness, but about seeing what is really best to do. Thus Aristotle says that if you had just this one virtue then you would in effect have all the others as well. 

(‘Phronesis’ is often translated as ‘prudence’, but that has come to mostly mean enlightened self interest. However if you take ‘self interest’ - not in the current liberal free market sense of getting the most goodies for oneself - but in Aristotle’s sense of being and doing what is best for you to be and do - i.e. true self interest - then this might be a fair translation.)

Another intellectual virtue which Aristotle mentions is gome - perspicacity - the ability to see the relevance of particulars - in science and in fellow feeling. It is only acquired through experience - which brings me to the third of the aspects of Aristotle‘s view of virtue. 

3. The need for Experience and Habituation

Aristotle regards virtue and the aim of eudaimonia as rational, as supported by reason, but he stresses that it is not enough to see that something is a virtue to have that virtue. Seeing that courage is a virtue does not make one courageous. That comes of upbringing, of education and practice.  Dispositions are habits and to acquire a virtue is to acquire a habit of behaving in a certain way - the right way - and having the appropriate thoughts and feelings. 

Phronesis -  and presumably gome as an aspect of phronesis - are a part of that habit - because the habit must be a habit of getting it right, not just wanting or trying to get it right. Aristotle says, 

“Again it is prudence (phronesis) and virtue that make possible the full performance of the function of a man. It is due to virtue that we aim at the right, and it is due to prudence that the means we employ to that end are right.” 

Thus Aristotle says that young men can be good at maths, but usually lack full virtue and phronesis because they lack experience. For example, when children try to help they often just get in the way. This is not always because they unable to do what would be helpful, but rather because mistake what would be helpful. In more complex situations adults can get it wrong too.

4. The Virtuous Person is the Measure of what is Right

This is another thesis central to Aristotle’s view of ethics - and central to contemporary virtue ethicists as well.  This after all is the thesis expressed above in Hursthouses definition of virtue ethics - that the right action is the action that would characteristically be performed by a virtuous person in the circumstances.  This is what it means to say that virtue, rather rules, are primary. 

Another important aspect of this view of Aristotle’s is that he believed that there was no decision procedure in ethics - no simple rule, no algorithm - no techne -  which you could follow and get things right.

Even though courage may represent the mean for Aristotle, it is only the courageous person who can see where the mean truly lies. Aristotle says that the coward will see the courageous person as foolhardy, and the foolhardy will see them as a coward - only the courageous person will see courage for what it is - and only they will see what counts as courage in a given situation. 

This is another reason why upbringing is important to Aristotle: to acquire a virtue you must behave in a virtuous way until it becomes habitual, but until you have the virtue you will not know what way of behaving that is. You must learn by example and by being corrected - from someone who does have virtue.

If this seems to you to threaten the objectivity of ethics, compare it with maths. We cannot apply mathematical principles correctly until we have learnt them - and practiced them. And we must learn them from someone who knows maths. When we have become a mathematician then we might be able to develop further principles or even question some of what we have been taught. This applies in ethics too. A virtuous person can and should seek a better, more well grounded, understanding of virtue - such as Aristotle seeks and offers in his ethical works - and should also be able to question and discuss what is right or wrong in a given case. The difference from maths is, as noted, that there are no simple decision procedures - which is why young people can be good at maths and still lack practical wisdom.  (Even in maths there are no decision procedures about what counts as a decision procedure! I recall an anecdote about a mathematician who produced a ’proof’ of some abstruse theorem. Fellow mathematicians were not sure whether it really amounted to a proof - and so they took it to the most able mathematician they knew and asked him. He said it was a proof - and so it was accepted.)

This also perhaps meets the problem we noted with deontology at the outset; that it is very hard to frame rules that meet all eventualities - and even with a rule or principle it often takes moral wisdom to see how it should be applied in a given case. What is the correct thing to do? - The thing that a virtuous person with practical wisdom would do.

5. Virtuous Actions are done for Their Own Sake

Aristotle often says that virtuous actions are done for the own sake. But it seems odd to say a generous action is done for its own sake. Isn’t it done for the sake of the person to whom generosity is shown? And again, it seems odd to say that a courageous action is done for its own sake, rather than for the objective sought - which Aristotle would say has to be of a consequence in proportion to the risk taken, if the action is to be courageous rather than foolhardy.

But the immediate end of an action is what makes the action the action it is. If a generous action did not benefit another then it would not be a generous action, but at best a mistaken attempt at generosity. If a person descends a dangerous cliff to rescue a friend, their action is courageous; if they took the same risks to retrieve a sandwich they would be foolhardy.

For Aristotle virtuous actions are not means to independent ends - they do not have ulterior motives -  and as such they constitute flourishing, eudaimonia - which is the point  - the telos - of human life. And in that sense, although generosity has the object of benefiting another and courage is taking risks to gain a proportion end, the actions are ends in themselves. 

To give a little more of the flavour of Aristotle’s way of thinking, he also says that virtuous actions are done for the kalon. This is usually translated as ‘the noble‘ but it can also mean ‘beautiful‘ or ‘fine‘. The life of virtue is the beautiful life, as opposed the ugly or debased life. 

Hursthouse and Aristotle - Tragic Dilemmas, Disasters and Moral Luck.

Hursthouse stresses that situations can arise where it is impossible to act virtuously - situations she calls tragic dilemmas. 

.

Not all dilemmas are tragic, and Hursthouse thinks that often when people say “I had no alternative - “ it is a poor excuse and shows a lack of virtue. E.g. in one of his recent Justice series Michael Sandel imagined someone being given a tie for present. When they unwrap it they see that its simply awful. Should they lie? Sandel suggested they could instead say, “Hey, what a tie. I’ve never seen a tie like that before. Thank you.” Ok, this is being misleading, but it avoids outright dishonesty. Practical wisdom here manages to combine honesty and kindness in an awkward situation. 

But some dilemmas are harder. Take this example of Bernard Williams‘ - which he addresses to a utilitarian.

A man travelling in the jungles of South America comes to a village where he finds bandits about to kill all the male villagers. The bandit leader says that, since it’s a holy day, he will spare the rest if the traveller will just shoot one man. 

What should the traveller do? 

Here virtue ethics - at least Hursthouse’s version, and I think Aristotle would agree - contrasts with Kant’s deontology and with utilitarianism. Kant would say the traveller shouldn’t kill anyone - that if this resulted in the bandits’ killing more people this would not be the traveller’s responsibility. (Although here contemporary Kantians might disagree with Kant). Bernard Williams says that a utilitarian would shoot the one man, since that minimizes suffering in the situation before him. Williams doesn’t disagree with the decision, but he thinks it objectionable that the utilitarian would have no reason to feel at all bad about what he had done - he would have followed the greatest happiness principle and feel satisfied that he had done the right thing. 

Hursthouse shares Williams feeling that it would be wrong for the traveller not to feel bad about what this situation had forced him to do. She sees this as a tragic dilemma - where fully virtuous action was impossible. Although the virtuous person would shoot the one man - and that would be the right thing to do - they would feel bad about it. Having to take that action would spoil their life. 

As for disasters, I think Hursthouse  does not think that the virtues actually guarantee the good life or happiness. I’m sure she would not say that those who have lost their livelihood or loved ones in the Japanese tsunami could be happy, no matter what their personal excellences. For her virtues give us the best chance of true human happiness, but do not guarantee it. Some luck is needed. 

Aristotle also believes that luck is needed for eudaimonia, but his position is rather different. For Aristotle virtue and eudaimonia are closer than are virtue and happiness for Hursthouse. For Aristotle eudaimonia is living well, living beautifully or nobly. And he thinks it is possible to be eudaimon in the face of adversity. For Aristotle eudaimonia just is the exercise of the virtues (in which the virtuous person will find enjoyment) and so he takes it as possible to be eudaimon, to act nobly or beautifully, even in the face of disaster, provided you are not actually prevented from acting virtuously - as you might be by e.g. illness or enslavement. Although he accepts that adversity can make virtuous action difficult. He also thinks that some misfortunes can actually impair ones virtue, in the sense of impairing ones disposition to virtuous behaviour - which may then take time to regain.

Aristotle would, I think, agree that there are tragic dilemmas where fully virtuous action is not possible. E.g. he writes of a situation where a tyrant insist you either do some shameful action or he will kill your wife and children. Perhaps he would agree that such situations spoil the life of a virtuous person. But he focuses more upon the fact that when a person acts under such duress, although they are acting voluntarily, we do not see them as bad people. He even notes that the ability to take decisive action in such dilemmas can be admirable.

Thus both Hursthouse and Aristotle agree that a virtuous life requires a certain amount of luck - moral luck. And both would also agree that a virtuous life requires some luck in ones upbringing too.

Virtue Ethics and Objectivity: Three Main Ideas 

I have noted that virtue ethics is another way of trying to show that there is some objectivity in ethics - that it is not just a matter irresolvable opinion, that ethical disagreement is not just a clash of attitudes - “I approve of this.” “Well, I don’t.” 

If this was what ethics were like then it would at least make sense to approve of anything. But if someone were to say, “John is a good man - he always waves at every oak tree he passes.” We would not so much disagree as fail to understand. What he said seems to make no sense. The natural response would be “How do you mean? How is that ‘good’?”

In the 1960s and 70s when virtue ethics came to be reintroduced, some philosophers suggested that the reason it would make no sense to say that waving at oak trees is good is that there is no evident link to questions of human good and harm - and that what counts as good or bad for humans is not just a matter of attitude but rather a matter of fact. If the very meaning of ethical judgements are linked to issues of human flourishing in this way then in so far it seems a factual question what counts as human flourishing then ethical questions can’t be just subjective, just a matter of attitude. 

This line of thought led back to Aristotle and virtue ethics. 

There seem to be three related themes in contemporary virtue ethics to support the idea of objectivity in ethics - although, as we shall see, there are problems. The three themes are: naturalism, the attributive nature of the adjective ‘good’, and the idea of a point (telos) to human life.  I will look at these in turn. 

1. Virtue Ethics is a Naturalistic Theory of Ethics
Virtue ethics holds that in some way what is good or right for people is related to the nature of people. 

To see how differences over ethics can turn on differences over the nature of people think of the different views held by religious believers and atheists about the nature of people and their place in the World, and of how that difference influences their views about what is right or wrong and what is a virtue. 

For example - ‘Islam’ means ‘submission’ - submission to the will of God. For a Muslim this is the greatest virtue. But an atheist would not accept that. Isn’t this difference due to the fact that a Muslim, or a Christian for that matter, sees people as the creation of God, and see their life here on Earth as a kind of trial, a test of their obedience to God which decides the quality of their eternal life after death. With such a view of the place of people in the World of course it makes sense to submit to the will of God. That way alone would lead to our eternal flourishing. But of course an atheist would reject this - . not just because they take a different attitude, but because they reject this whole picture of the nature of people. They see people as evolved organisms with no life after death and do not believe that there is any God standing in judgement. So their differences over ethics rest in differences of belief about the nature of human life - in differences about facts, and not just in differences of attitude.

But furthermore, Aristotle and contemporary virtue ethicists are not just naturalistic in the sense that they see virtue as following from human nature, but also in the sense that they regard human nature as the product of nature and not of anything supernatural. 

2. The Attributive nature of  the adjective ‘good’.
Virtue ethics holds that ‘good’ when used in the phrase ‘good man/woman’ is an attributive adjective. What does that mean? 

Look at these two deductive arguments. 

Nelly is a white mouse.

A mouse is an mammal.

Therefore, Nelly is a white mammal.

That’s a sound piece of deduction. But what of this?

Nelly is a small blue whale.

A blue whale is a mammal. 

Therefore, Nelly is a small mammal.

That’s obviously wrong. And that’s because “small” - unlike “white” - is what philosophers have called an attributive adjective - one that gets its meaning in part from the kind of thing it describes. A small whale is still a big mammal. 

Now in most contexts ‘good’ is such an attributive adjective. What makes for a good knife is different from what makes for a good house. What makes for a good teacher is different from what makes for a good policeman. If we say “Morse is a good policeman.” we are evaluating Morse, but we are not just expressing a favourable attitude towards Morse. We can’t justify our evaluation in just any way we like - what makes for a good policeman depends on the point of policiing.  

But what about ‘good human being’? The claim of virtue ethics is that ‘good’ is attributive here too, so that we cannot justify our evaluation of a person in just any way we want. But is there a point to being human in the way that there is a point to policing?

2. The relevance of point

One reason why it seems natural to say that ‘good’ is attributive in ‘good policeman’ is that we readily see that policing has a point. A good policeman is a policemen who polices well, and what counts as policing well depends on the point of policing. The same goes for ‘good teacher’ or ‘good nurse’ (or for those of you who watched the Michael Sandel program - ‘good golfer’).

So if we are to say that ‘good’ in ‘good human being’ is attributive then it must be that there is a point to being human, a point to human life. 

If you are a Christian you may see that point as coming closer to God, or as gaining salvation. Then what you would count as a good human being would be one who had the disposition, virtues, that enabled them to attain that end. 

But what if you’re not religious? 

Is there a point to life if you regard human beings as one species of animal amongst others? 

The idea of virtue ethics - in its doubly naturalistic form - is that in this case the point of a human life is to grow, develop, into a flourishing human being - to be eudaimon.

The idea is that just as it is the point of an acorn, or an oak sapling, to develop into a flourishing oak - which of course circumstances may prevent - so it is the point of a human being to develop into a flourishing human being. 

How do we decide what counts as human flourishing? 
Rosalind Hursthouse in On Virtue Ethics draws a direct analogy with how we evaluate flourishing in members of other species. (None of this is in Aristotle. For Aristotle all things have a telos - a point or end - and he states that it was agreed that eudaimonia was the point of man. His question therefore is: What is eudaimonia? And he approaches this - how else could he? - by a critical examination of the intuitions of his day.)

Hursthouse compares the evaluation of human flourishing with the evaluation of flourishing in other species. She suggests that we count members of other species as flourishing, as good specimens of their kind, if they are meeting their needs in ways characteristic of their species. 

The needs of organisms become more complex as the organisms become more complex. The simplest of organisms have a need to maintain themselves - for individual survival for a span characteristic of their species. All organisms have a need to reproduce their own kind. More complex organisms can feel pain and pleasure and so we would not count them as flourishing if they were experiencing pain or failing to experience pleasure in ways characteristic of their species. For example a flourishing female cheetah would enjoy the hunt and sex when in heat, and not be suffering pain due to injury or illness. But female cheetahs, who are solitary and hunt alone often go hungry during pregnancy, but that suffering would not count against their flourishing since that kind of suffering is characteristic of a female cheetah’s way of life. With social animals, like wolves, a further need is for the good functioning of the group upon which individuals depend. Thus it would be a deficiency in a wolf to hunt alone rather than with the pack. And different roles require behaviours, thus a flourishing wolf pack leader would behave differently from a flourishing wolf pack member, or a male cheetah from a female cheetah.

Thus, for social animals, like human beings, we have four needs i. individual survival, ii. reproduction, iii. pleasure and freedom from pain, and iv. good functioning of the social group - all relativised to the characteristic way of life of the species in question. 

So we would evaluate an individual of a given species as flourishing in so far as they were meeting such of these needs as were relevant to their level of complexity in ways that were characteristic of their species. 

Now this evaluation of what is, say, a flourishing wolf may be difficult sometimes and may not be altogether precise - .e.g. what we would say of the wolves in a pack that were managing surprisingly well in very adverse conditions, and yet, because of those adverse conditions, were not meeting their needs as well as flourishing packs in a favourable environment. But nonetheless whether or not they are flourishing does not seem to be a subjective judgement.  

Now a first approximation to the idea of virtue ethics (and one that will need some tweaking) is that we can evaluate human flourishing in just the same way, and so it too would not be a subjective judgement. And if we say that a virtue is a character trait which fosters and constitutes such flourishing - which is what is implied by the link between the sense of saying something is morally good or bad and human good and harm - then a judgement about whether some character trait is a virtue is not just a subjective judgement either. 

For example: take Loyalty. If I want to defend this as a virtue, as a good thing, I will probably appeal to the good working of the social group. I will say that a number of social institutions - marriage, friendship, effective working relations - depend on loyalty, and that without these kinds of relationships society would function less well in the sense that it would not so well provide for its members to enjoy life as they do now. Hence loyalty is a virtue. 

Whether or not that is a full satisfactory defence of loyalty it does seem to be the sort of thing it would make sense to say in its defence. And it does, at least indirectly, appeal the idea that loyalty helps towards meeting our four needs as social animals and  hence towards our flourishing as human beings. In which case if we look at a flourishing human group we will find loyalty - so loyalty constitutes a part of human flourishing.

That’s the kind of way the argument goes. 

But can we really identify moral goodness with human flourishing? Doesn’t saying that a human being is flourishing in this sense just mean that they are good specimen of their kind? And that’s not moral goodness is it?

Four Interrelated Objections to the Naturalism of Virtue Ethics 

1. Cultural Variation shows that human beings have no one characteristic way of life.
 It is not possible to evaluate a human being as meeting the four above needs in the way characteristic of our species as we do with other species, because we have no such characteristic way of life. Different people and different societies do things differently. 

2. Since we have reason and so an ability to consider alternatives, we do not have to just accept human nature.

Kant made the point that reason allows us to reflect on alternatives to any natural inclinations we may have, and to adopt another course of action if we decided it would be better. 

If cheetahs were rational the female cheetah could say to the male, “Look, don’t you want your offspring to survive? They would have a much better chance if you were to stay with me during my pregnancy and hunt for me, and then to help guard our babies whilst they are small.“ And if the make cheetah accepted that then he would have reason to stay - and would change his behaviour. 

Homosexuality is prima facie in conflict with the second of the four needs, that of reproduction of the species, but we can decide that its better not to condemn homosexuals, but to afford them the same rights to enjoy sexual relations as heterosexual couples.

3. “Flourishing” does not seem to have the kind of necessarily action guiding force of moral imperatives. 

Something about the moral force of “ought” seems to mean that although “I ought to try to be a good human being.“ is a truism, “I ought to try to flourish as a human being.“ does not seem to be a such a truism.

If I genuinely believe that I ought to be such and such a kind of person, then I will accept that I have a reason to be that kind of person - even if not an overriding reason. This seems to be a part of how the word “ought” is understood. But if I accept that being such and such a kind of person constitutes human flourishing in this sort of biological sense that does not seem to necessarily give me any reason to be of that kind. So it doesn’t seem that such flourishing can count as a moral value.

4. There are conflicting views of what human flourishing amounts to. 

For example Aristotle’s list seem to be based on ancient Greek moral intuitions about what qualities were good in a man - which is not to say Aristotle doesn’t elaborate on these - e.g. he stresses practical wisdom - phronesis - and the value of a contemplative way of life. Rosalind Hursthouse on the other hand usually gives examples  - like kindness - which most people today would accept as good qualities but which are not on Aristotle’s list.

So it appears that what we count as human flourishing is coloured by our ethical perspective.

Two Alternative Responses to such Objections
I. Accept that the naturalistic basis of virtue ethics fails. 

We could still hold to virtue ethics, but we would have to give up the idea that what counted as a virtue was an objective question.  

2. We could argue that something of the essence of the approach survives or meets such objections. 

The fourth objection has already been met. We have noted that different people and different cultures not only disagree about morals, they disagree about facts too. And so mere disagreement doesn’t show that what is disagreed about is merely subjective.

In On Virtue Ethics Rosalind Hursthouse tries to the other objections above by making two additions to what has been said in this section so far. 

i). She argues that in fact we do after all have a characteristic way of life. 

If this is right it would of course immediately dispose of the first objection above.

She says - 

Our characteristic way of going on, which distin​guishes us from all the other species of animals, is a rational way. A 'rational way' is any way that we can rightly see as good, as some​thing we have reason to do. Correspondingly, our characteristic enjoyments are any enjoyments we can rightly see as good, as some​thing we in fact enjoy and that reason can rightly endorse.
If we accept that then it means that we can ask of a human being: Are they meeting the four needs of a social animal in the way characteristic of their species. And so the structure of the evaluation of human beings remains like that of other animals.

But because the rational way is “any way that we can rightly see as good” it means that people can get it wrong - i.e. that many people can fail to act in the characteristically human way. After all we would not expect an ethical theory to show that everyone was good!

Whether or not we see others as acting characteristically in this way will depend on our evaluation of their beliefs. E.g. an the atheist will not think that a religious person doing penance out of piety is acting characteristically - because they will not see them as acting in a way they can rightly see as good, but only as in a way they mistakenly think is good. But there, as we noted, the disagreement is about fact rather than attitude. 

But this way of seeing what is a characteristic way of life for human beings helps to meet the third objection above: that objection that the idea of flourishing does not seem able to provide the kind of imperative force of moral judgements. Recall the above example of the rational cheetahs and the female cheetah reasoning with her mate. If he is convinced by her argument he will accept that he does have a reason to change his behaviour. Similarly, Hursthouse argues (harking back to the above defence of loyalty as a virtue) that if someone is convinced the argument then they will accept that loyalty really is an aspect of the good life, that the loyal person’s reasons for acting really are reasons, and so reasons for them too. 

Thus if we accept that something is a virtue on the basis of the flourishing argument we necessarily accept that we have reasons for acting according to that virtue  - although as Aristotle would say, that doesn’t mean that we immediately have that virtue. Thus the imperative force of moral judgements in necessarily giving a reason for action is there - although it has a somewhat different flavour from the ‘10 commandments’ sort of imperative. But that is only what we’d expect from a human centred view of ethics. 

ii) Hursthouse accepts that we will inevitably evaluate human flourishing from a prior ethical perspective. 

The above points still leave us with the second objection: that we can reject aspects of our nature. From a moral point of view we would reject them because we saw them as bad. For example, if we had reason to think that aggression was a part of the nature of the male human, we could still reject it, discourage it, condemn instances of it and so on.

If I understand her, what Hursthouse says here is that we can reject ‘natural’ inclinations but only if that would be consistent with human flourishing - with meeting the four needs in the characteristic human way.

This would rule some things out. E.g. if meat were essential for human health then vegetarianism could not be consistent with human flourishing - could not be a virtue.

But in practice we get more subtle conflicts. Take the case of male aggression. Let’s be charitable and call it competitiveness. Imagine a disagreement between two people who differently evaluate competition and cooperation from their current ethical perspectives. : Bob thinks cooperation is good, virtuous, and that competition is morally bad - that except in the context of games it is wrong to try to get the better of another person. He argues that cooperation is an aspect of human flourishing. Tom disagrees. He thinks that competition is natural for human beings, that to press people into cooperation may be possible, but would not result in human beings who were truly flourishing, but rather in repressed and stunted people. He feels that competition brings our the best in people and that a competitive society best meets human needs and is happier. To truly flourish human beings, especially men, need to be competitive. 

I am not going to try to bring the debate between Bob and Tom to a conclusion - it is just an example. But the question is: what kind of a disagreement is this? Is it just a conflict of attitudes. Neither of the parties seems to see it like that. Although their differences stem from prior differences in ethical perspective, they see the issue between them as being about human nature. Is competition or cooperation essential to human nature? Can people be truly happy without one or the other? Perhaps we need both in parts. Neither sees it simply as a subjective difference in attitudes (although no doubt there is a difference in attitudes). 

The issue seems a kind of quasi-factual/quasi-ethical one. But don’t we feel that the question “Can human beings flourish without competition?” has an answer? It doesn’t seem to amount to just settling on an attitude.

It might be the case that there is no resolution nor satisfactory compromise position between these two, perhaps we cannot achieve good social functioning without full cooperation, but that because of how we have evolved we cannot really be satisfied without competition. Bernard Williams has argued that we are such a mish-mash of conflicting evolved factors and cultural accretions that there is no way of life in which we can be truly happy. If that were so then human flourishing, eudaimonia, would be impossible. 

Aristotle disagreed. As we have noted, he said that the virtues neither come of nature, nor are contrary to nature, but that we are fitted by nature to receive them. Rosalind Hursthouse argues that whether or not this is the case is a kind of fact, and thinks it is a virtue to hope that it is true, to hope that there are virtues and hence a way of life that constitutes human flourishing and true happiness. And the claim of virtue ethics is that ethics is the attempt to find it, if it exists. . 


