ARISTOTLE: VIRTUE THEORY
The ancient Greeks did not understand virtue in the same way that we do today. There are several key definitions that aid our understanding of ancient virtue theory.

N.B. Not all the ancient Greeks understood virtue in the same way: e.g. Plato and Aristotle disagreed on what should count as virtues.

Key Terms
Instrumental good: good for the sake of something else – i.e. good as a means to some end (e.g. money as a means to obtaining a material possession or the use of a tool – a mallet - as a means to putting up a tent with tent pegs ).

Intrinsic good: good for its own sake – i.e. good as an end in itself. 
Note – some goods may be good both for their own sake and for the sake of something else. Aristotle was interested in the Question:

“What is good always for its own sake, never for the sake of something else?”

His answer was: Happiness
The word ‘happiness’ is a translation into English of the Greek word eudaimonia which is properly and more accurately understood as ‘well-being’ or ‘human flourishing’.

Arete: Virtue. A better translation would be excellence which allows for human flourishing.
Virtue
Aristotle understood that all things and beings had a function/purpose. Virtue, then, can be understood as the excellences required in order tofulfil that function/purpose:

●
A good knife – cuts well


●
A good flute player – plays well


●
Good eyes – see well


●
Good people – perform their function well

Plato’s idea of the moral virtues is outlined in The Republic. He favours the cardinal virtues of

●
Prudence

●
Temperance

●
Fortitude

●
Justice

For Aristotle, moral virtue focuses on temperance (moderation). To act virtuously, in other words, is to act always between two extremes:

“Moral virtue is a mean between two extremes, the one involving


EXCESS and the other DEFICIENCY.”
This idea is known as the “Golden Mean Theory”. In other words, virtue lies somewhere between the two extremes of over doing it and not doing it enough. 

In order to act virtuously, one must first identify the extremes and then seek a balance between the two. The Golden mean suggests that the virtue must be:


●
The right quantity


●
At the right time: when needed most


●
Towards the right people: those who merit it


●
For the right reason: to advance character


●
In the right manner: with appropriateness/decency

Aristotle argued that virtuous actions are chosen. They involve a deliberate desire to properly fulfil our human purpose. When a person acts in a virtuous way they:
1. Perform acts voluntarily

2. Are aware of the alternatives not chosen.

For Aristotle, in other words, what made human beings distinct from other animals was their capacity to reason. Human beings were created with Nous – intelligence. 
Aristotle’s Key Questions
Q. What is the nature of the good life?

A. The good life is that which performs its function well
(See connections to natural law).

This leads us to the question:

Q. What is the function of a human life?

Aristotle’s answer was:

“To lead an active life of the element that has a RATIONAL PRINCIPLE”

This means we ought to live our lives using our reason/intelligence.

Two Types of Virtue
1. Intellectual virtues – excellence in thinking which results from teaching

2. Moral virtues – excellence in action which results from habit.

A2 Religion and Ethics



Aristotle’s Virtue Theory :  Clarifications and Additional Notes
It is to be noted that the whole thrust of Aristotle’s virtue theory of ethics presupposes that ethics is about becoming a certain kind of person! This is why the idea of the telos is so important, since it establishes that human life has a purpose or an end to which all human beings ought to aim: to become virtuous people by performing virtuous acts. This is also why the concept of ‘character’ is useful in describing the key motivations behind Aristotle’s theory. In a play the performance of certain acts identify a particular ‘character’ whether they are good (virtues) or bad (vices) – by observing the actions of a person we build up a picture of their character, of what sort of person they are! In such a way we can say ‘we are (or become) what we do’. This idea in turn shows the importance to Aristotle of the role of parents and society in teaching those qualities of mind (intellectual virtues) and instilling those ways of behaving (moral virtues) into their children from a very young age which society at large (in Aristotle’s view, the Athenian Polis) believe ought to be practised. Thus, virtue theory is about the preservation and building up of a well-ordered and happy community. It is a ‘community-based’ ethical theory.
The Purpose of Life
Aristotle’s discussion of the purpose of life is conducted within the context of a discussion of the term ‘good’. Plato, Aristotle’s teacher, had put forward the ‘Idea of the Good’. Plato had argued that there are a great many things which we call ‘good’, and we do so because we recognise in them a common characteristic. To explain how they came to share in this characteristic, he put forward an ‘Idea of goodness’ which existed independently of them, but in which they somehow participated. (See Plato’s Theory of the Forms). To know what ‘good’ meant one needed to get to know the Idea of the Good, and this could only be done by a few gifted men (abstract/theoretical thinkers) after years of rigorous study.
Aristotle disagreed with this analysis, believing instead that the virtuous life was a more practical affair. By contrast, he approached a definition of the term ‘good’ by looking at how the word ‘good’ is used. He used the following as examples:



●  a good needle is one that is suitable for sewing

●  a good garment is one that fits its wearer and is suitable for his activities.
The term ‘good’ is being used in the above, according to Aristotle, to describe those things that are fit for their purpose. A needle is a ‘good’ needle because it serves its purpose. Aristotle, therefore, comes to the conclusion that everything in life has a purpose, or something at which it aims, an end – a telos in Greek. He comments:
Every art and every investigation and similarly every

action and pursuit is considered to aim at some good.

Many of our purposes can be arranged in a hierarchy of what Aristotle called ‘superior’ and ‘subordinate’ aims (see Vardy, The Puzzle of Ethics, p. 37). Needles and thread are subordinate to sewing, and sewing is subordinate to the superior aim of making clothes. “The point is that we do one thing in order to accomplish the aim of another more important thing, and so on …” (Vardy p. 37-38)

Sometimes, however, we cannot always name a particular purpose for an activity. In order to explain this Aristotle resorts to the distinction between means and ends. Needles and clothes are good if they are suitable means to other ends – Aristotle expresses this by saying that needles and clothes ‘are good for the sake of something else’. Health, however, cannot be described as a means to some other end but as an end in itself – Aristotle expresses this by saying that it is ‘good for its own sake’.

But if the hierarchy is to be complete there must be one further end or aim; and that is the Good. For Aristotle, this Good is not only the Good for oneself but the Good for all citizens of the polis. 



If then, our activities have some end which we want for 

its own sake, and for the sake of which we want all the

other ends … it is clear that this must be the Good, that

is the supreme Good … (and) … Does it not follow then

that a knowledge of the Good is of great importance to

us for the conduct of our lives? (Moreover) … while it is

desirable to secure what is good in the case of the individual, 

to do so in the case of a people or a state is something finer

and more sublime.




Nicomachean Ethics
This final or supreme Good Aristotle calls eudaimonia (‘well-being’ or ‘human flourishing’) usually translated as ‘happiness’. It now becomes clear why “Happiness” is the Final Good; it is because health etc. can be treated as a means to happiness, but happiness itself is not a means to anything else!

The problem with using the term ‘happiness’ to describe eudaimonia is that some people equate happiness with pleasure (as do utilitarians like Bentham and Mill), but as we know Aristotle does not do this – witness his survey of the three main types of happiness! 

A second problem is that ‘happiness’ tends to cover two different things, the state of ‘being happy’ and ‘feeling happy’. So, thinking in terms of the second idea, we can say a man is happy if he feels happy. But this is not so with eudaimonia. Solon’s saying (In the Ancient Greek story of Solon and Croesus), ‘Call no man happy till he is dead’ is echoed in Aristotle’s belief that the judgement about whether someone was ‘happy’ can only be made of a complete life. In many respects, this ‘complete life’ can mean a long life, but by it, Aristotle really means a life which is
● prosperous, 
● of reasonable birth (cannot achieve happiness as a slave),
● having relatives and children who are alive and of good character, and healthy.

Before Aristotle goes on to state the performance of the ‘Virtues’ as the means to happiness, he discusses the content of eudaimonia by asking about the function of man. What, you may ask, has a discussion of the function of man got to do with ethics? Well Aristotle believes that if you know the true function of man, then you know man’s telos, his true end or purpose. Aristotle thinks that it is reasonable to assume that we can discover the true function of man by finding out what is unique to man and not shared by other creatures. Life is shared with plants and animals, and even sensation with animals. The only thing that is not shared is reason, and Aristotle concludes that the function of man is to exercise his reason. 
The importance of this is that Aristotle relates eudaimonia to the use of reason. It follows that, for Aristotle, man will only be completely happy when he is exercising his reason well – for this is the unique function of man - and that in this he will find his well-being.
Thus, despite apparent difficulties in showing how the intellectual and moral virtues relate to one another, Aristotle was in no doubt that they cannot be separated. As MacIntyre comments: “The education of the passions into conformity with what theoretical reasoning identifies as the telos and practical reasoning as the right action to do in a particular time and place is what [virtue] ethics is about.” (After Virtue, p. 162). 
After answering the question about the function of man by stressing the importance of reason, Aristotle then provides a definition of happiness or the ‘good of man’. 
He comments that 

eudaimonia is “an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue”. 
Now the ‘soul’, for Aristotle, is one’s essential self, so that an activity of the soul is man using his reason. As we already know, the soul is composed of both irrational and rational parts which work together to decide on a particular course of action (see Vardy’s ‘fruit cake’ example), so reasoning is essential to Aristotle’s ethical theory, and it works as MacIntyre describes above. Aristotle uses the word ‘virtue’ which in Greek is arête. Arete is expressed in doing something well – it literally means “excellence” – and we already know that happiness or eudaimonia also lies in doing something well so that, for Aristotle, the pursuit of virtue and the pursuit of happiness amount to the same thing – hence Aristotle’s definition!
The next step Aristotle takes in the Nicomachean Ethics is to study virtue in greater depth. He begins with a description of the soul, and links both the rational and irrational parts of the soul with their respective virtues, intellectual and moral (see A2 notes, The Puzzle of Ethics notes and own notes!).
The Moral Virtues and the Theory of the Mean
The moral virtues which are part of the irrational part of the soul – in particular, the appetitive part of the soul (in which desires and emotions are to be found) are developed through habit. In practising the moral virtues from childhood virtuous habits are formed, and a man becomes virtuous, Aristotle says, by doing virtuous acts. 

For Aristotle, then, virtues are like skills; we learn by doing.
“We acquire virtues by first doing virtuous acts. We acquire a skill by practising the activities involved in the skill. For example, we become builders by building and we learn to play the harp by playing the harp. In the same way, we become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts and courageous by doing acts of courage”

In many respects, for Aristotle, ethics becomes rather like playing a musical instrument, requiring teaching and practice, and enabling you, eventually, to perform with pleasure, skill and grace.

It is, therefore, essential for Aristotle’s theory that the teaching we receive and the habits we practice are the right ones:

“… states of character arise out of like activities. This is why the activities we exhibit must be of a certain kind; it is because the states of character correspond to differences between these. It makes no small difference, then, whether we form habits of one kind or of another from our very youth; it makes a very great difference, or rather all the difference.”

But how does one perform the moral virtues? It is at this point, and with regard to the moral virtues alone, that Aristotle introduces his famous doctrine of the Mean ( see notes on The Theory of the Mean).

For Aristotle, moral virtue focuses on temperance (moderation). To act virtuously, in other words, is to act always between two extremes:


“Moral virtue is a mean between two extremes, the one involving


EXCESS and the other DEFICIENCY.”

This idea is known as the “Golden Mean Theory”. In other words, virtue lies somewhere between the two extremes of over doing it and not doing it enough. 

In order to act virtuously, one must first identify the extremes and then seek a balance between the two. The Golden mean suggests that the virtue must be:


●
The right quantity


●
At the right time: when needed most


●
Towards the right people: those who merit it


●
For the right reason: to advance character


●
In the right manner: with appropriateness/decency

Identifying the extremes and acting in accordance with the 5 stated conditions demonstrates that it is in the application of the Mean that both the intellectual and moral virtues are linked, since a person must use their reason to decide on a virtuous course of action. 
Aristotle argued that virtues and vices are chosen. They are the result of free choice therefore people are responsible for their actions. In the case of virtuous action, they involve a deliberate desire to properly fulfil our human purpose (telos). When a person acts in a virtuous way they perform acts voluntarily and are aware of the alternatives not chosen. Yet because the moral virtues are formed via habit, as are the corresponding vices, what a person does through habit becomes difficult to stop! This is the whole point of stressing the importance of forming good habits of virtuous action, but what about a life of vice? When considering a life of vice, Aristotle thinks that the man far gone in vice no longer has the power, even if he had the wish, to reform; his ways are set and cannot be changed. Thus, there is no room in Aristotle’s theory for the ‘good thief’ who, even though he is at the end of his life which was full of vice, is redeemed by Jesus with the words, “today, you will be with me in paradise” (see Luke 23: 39-43).
The Intellectual Virtues
The intellectual virtues play an important part in Aristotle’s ethical theory. But the question of their relation to the moral virtues and to the life of happiness is something that needs some clarification. Let us begin by contrasting Aristotle’s view of the intellectual virtues with Plato’s.

Plato regarded wisdom or ‘theoretical reason’, in Greek sophia, as the most important virtue which should guide men to the good life, and Aristotle accepted this view. Thus, for Aristotle, as MacIntyre has already stated, the purpose of life, its telos is discovered by theoretical reasoning (wisdom). Now Plato believed that the road to goodness lay through deep theoretical studies alone (abstract thought / wisdom), but Aristotle, while he certainly recognised its importance, also knew that progress on the road to eudaimonia was gained through the use of practical reasoning as well (see again the MacIntyre quotation above). In other words, a person’s desires and emotions are controlled and channelled by the use of practical reason. Aristotle, therefore, unlike Plato, divided reason in two by distinguishing between theoretical and practical reasoning. This division is mirrored in the division of the rational part of the soul.

Aristotle divides the rational soul into two parts:

1. the scientific which corresponds to theoretical reasoning

2. the calculative which corresponds to practical reasoning

Both types of reasoning are INTELLECTUAL VIRTUES, but it is practical reason, in Greek phronesis, that Aristotle regarded as important in moral action. Therefore, phronesis is intimately connected to the moral virtues and works through the use of the Doctrine of the Mean. Although this demonstrates both how the intellectual virtue of phronesis relates to the moral virtues, and how practical reason (phronesis) is used in order to act virtuously, Aristotle does not really demonstrate how sophia or ‘theoretical reason’ is related to the life of virtue. 
The problem is that Aristotle cannot deny that theoretical reason, or sophia, was the highest activity of man; he stated this when he outlined the three types of happiness. The problem was showing how this related to virtue, in Greek arête. He could not say that the life of the philosopher was the whole of virtue, because too many of the traditional virtues, such as courage and generosity, would find no place in it. He therefore had to add that the life of moral virtue is a happy one, though only in a secondary degree. Aristotle, therefore, establishes a hierarchy with the life of theoretical reasoning (sophia) at the top with the life of moral virtue coming a poor second.   

VIRTUE ETHICS : ALASDAIR MACINTYRE

After Virtue 1981 (revised 1985)

Plan of the book
1. MacIntyre begins by stating that moral argument today is not rational but emotive in nature. “There seems to be no rational way of securing moral agreement in our culture” (p. 6). ‘Emotivism’ is the theory that all moral judgments are nothing but expressions of preference or feeling; so the statement, ‘This is good’ means ‘I approve of this’. According to MacIntyre, an emotive society will use language such as ‘I feel’, and will have a preoccupation with the issue of rights and cruelty. 
2. MacIntyre then goes on to trace the historical roots of this state of affairs finding them in the Enlightenment’s rejection of Aristotle and tradition (authorities), what MacIntyre calls ‘narrative unity’. 
3. The philosophers of the 18th Century wanted to apply the new scientific ideas of Galileo, Kepler and Newton to human affairs. The physics of the 17th Century rejected Aristotle’s concept of teleology and this brought about benefits in experimental science, but when this idea was transferred to morality the question of purpose – of teleology – was rejected so in the new morality of the 18th Century the question: ‘How do I become a certain kind of person?’ does not arise. Secondly, the Enlightenment’s rejection of all authorities meant that such a question would not in any case have any meaning, because there was no agreed tradition acceptable to give you an answer – all authorities, all traditions of wisdom if you like, where not to be accepted the subject or autonomous individual had to make up their own mind; hence Kant’s dictum: ‘Have the courage to use your own reason.’
4. With the subject left totally autonomous without any guidance from tradition, without any purpose, then an individual’s reasoning soon becomes reduced to emotivism and people become prey to manipulation, from ‘bureaucratic managers’ and their drive for efficiency, and the ‘therapist’ who replaces ‘truth’ with psychological effectiveness through ‘cognitive therapy.’

5. MacIntyre then goes on to argue that a retrieval of Virtue ethics would improve the situation. MacIntyre sees a moral society as one in which people recognise commonly agreed virtues and aspire to meet them. This means that the wisdom of traditions is important to uphold as the vehicle which can give people the security that what they do will both make them happy and make for a better society.

After Virtue Chapter 15: The Virtues, the Unity of a Human Life and the Concept of Tradition.
At the beginning of Chapter 15, the central chapter in After Virtue, MacIntyre states the aim of his retrieval of Virtue Ethics to be concerned with seeing each person’s life as a whole, as a unity. Yet, according to MacIntyre, this aim encounters two obstacles:

1. Social

2. Philosophical

1. The social obstacle is the modern preoccupation of dividing human life into segments, each with its own modes of behaviour. 

“So work is divided from leisure, private life from public, the corporate from the personal. So both childhood and old age have been wrenched away from the rest of human life and made into distinct realms. And all these separations have been achieved so that it is the distinctiveness of each and not the unity of the life of the individual who passes through those parts in terms of which we are taught to think and feel.” (p. 204).
2. The philosophical obstacle is twofold. 

 i). In the first place, modern philosophy treats an action as an isolated happening which is not part of a larger whole. In other words, there is no given narrative (a beginning, a middle and an end) to connect various actions into a sequence that makes sense of what is happening.  

ii). Secondly, in modern sociology a sharp distinction is made between the individual and the roles s/he plays.  So that, according to Goffman and Satre, there is an ‘essential self’ apart from the roles an individual plays. There is no scope here to hold the Aristotelian view that ‘we are (or become) what we do!’ In fact, conventional living is frowned upon as something ‘inauthentic’ (Satre), whereas, for an Aristotelian like MacIntyre, the living of a conventional life is the essence of virtuous living. 
By contrast, MacIntyre puts forward the idea of a “self whose unity resides in the unity of a narrative which links birth to life to death as narrative beginning to middle to end”. (p. 205).
In effect, MacIntyre is arguing that individuals derive their identity and sense of life and purpose, not from being the modern isolated absolutely free individual of the Enlightenment, who has no attachments, history and no moral anchor in life except the application of rival principles (‘Utility’ .v. ‘Duty’), but by possessing a history (narrative) which provides a “social setting” in which they can make sense of their lives. 
Now if we, as individuals, possess a history; if we, in other words, are part of a story then at birth we join an already existing story. Following this line of thought means that the beginning of our story (at our birth) is already made for us “by what and who has gone before”. (p. 215). We cannot, therefore, begin where we please (this is the false idea behind the Enlightenment’s rejection of all authorities). We begin, as Dante has it in The Divine Comedy, ‘in the middle of the journey of our life.’ Furthermore, just as we cannot begin where we please, we “cannot go on exactly as we please either; each character is constrained by the actions of others and by the social settings” we belong to. (p. 215). We are, in other words, for MacIntyre, always in character!
The importance of stressing the idea that everyone lives out a narrative or history is that it provides an individual with a sense of identity and belonging essential to the conduct of the virtuous life. Think, for example, of how many criminal acts can be traced to a poor social setting and upbringing! It also provides a telos, since a narrative – by definition – has an end or purpose to which it aims. Thus, MacIntyre sees life as a quest which ends in the good for man. He comments: “The unity of a human life is the unity of a narrative quest.” 

And, for MacIntyre, a person finds their “moral identity in and through their membership in communities such as those of the family, the neighbourhood, the city and the tribe.” 
Notice, however, that the fact that the individual finds its moral identity in the communities s/he belongs to, does not mean that the individual has to accept the moral limitations of those communities. While you can never leave behind your past “it is in moving forward from such communities that the search for the good consists.”. Here MacIntyre has incorporated the Christian virtue of ‘caritas’ into his Aristotelian scheme. For though we cannot be delivered from what we have become, we are open to fundamental change!
For MacIntyre, as for Aristotle, the practice of the relevant virtues is essential to the achievement of the good for man. MacIntyre writes: “Lack of justice, lack of truthfulness, lack of courage, lack of the relevant intellectual virtues – these corrupt traditions, just as they do the institutions and practices which derive their life from the traditions of which they are the contemporary embodiment.”

Applying MacIntyre 
MacIntyre’s starting point is that modern western society is in a moral vacuum. People have never been so technologically advanced and yet so morally lost. Society has become valueless because it has no values. 

A virtue, according to MacIntyre, is ‘an acquired human quality which enables us to achieve goods’

What does MacIntyre mean by ‘goods’?

An Internal Good
Specific to the activity itself and is achieved within it. E.g. a philanthropist gives money to a particular good cause. The internal goods specific to this are the financial benefits to the people affected and the feeling of satisfaction for the philanthropist.

An External Good

Something of moral value which is a result of the activity e.g. the praise and acknowledgement that the philanthropist receives from his generous act.
Three types of people emerged in the moral desert of modern society:
1. Bureaucratic Managers
These are people whose main aim is to maximise profit. They are driven completely by the pursuit of profit. Nothing is allowed to get in the way of the creation of profit.

2. The Rich Aesthetes
The super rich who pursue a hedonistic lifestyle.

3. The Therapists
These people work in entertainment and anaesthetise people to the reality of the lack of moral values. 
To lead good lives, lives of truth-telling, courage and justice, MacIntyre believes the following virtues ought to be practised:

* Courage

* Justice

* Honesty

Temperance

Wisdom

Industriousness

Hope

Patience
* Most important
