Virtue Ethics
Introduction:

Historical Perspective
In Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (c. 325 B.C) the central questions are about character. Aristotle begins by asking ‘What is the good of man?’ and his answer is ‘an activity of the soul in conformity with virtue.’ To understand ethics, therefore, we must understand what makes someone a virtuous person. In other words, we must ask the question, ‘What traits of character make one a good person?’ As a result, ‘the virtues’ occupied centre stage in discussion.  This type of enquiry was common to both the Ancient Greek and Medieval worldview. 
Aristotle viewed the living of an ethical life (the Greek word ethikos means ‘character’) as a way - guided by practical reason - of becoming a certain kind of person. His theory is, therefore, person (or ‘agent’) - centred not act – centred like our modern theories of ethics (see diagram).
Early to Medieval Christianity c. 2 – 15 Century
Aristotle had viewed reason as the source of practical wisdom – the virtuous life was, for him, inseparable from the life of reason. But with the coming of Christianity, God displaced reason as ‘the’ guide to the virtuous life. Moral goodness depended on subordinating oneself to the will of God. Therefore, when Christian theologians discussed the virtues, it was in the context of the Divine Law. The ‘theological virtues’ – faith, hope, charity, and, of course, obedience – came to have a central place. This change meant that the end to which virtuous life aimed – the becoming of a certain kind of person – could no longer be achieved in this life, as Aristotle believed, but only in another. 

It is important to note that at this point the importance of reason to the ethical life was not rejected by Christian thought, only ‘put in its proper place’. What ought to be done to achieve your true end was given by God, but comprehended (‘understood’) by reason alone.
Virtue Theory: common features
Ancient Greek and Medieval (Christian) thought shared the basic structure of virtue ethics. What are its primary features?
There is an important contrast between man-as-he-happens-to-be and man-as-he-could-be-if-he-realised-his-essential-nature. 

Virtue ethics is the science which is to enable human beings to understand how they make the transition from the former state to the latter. Underlying this transition are three basic ideas: 
1. The ultimate end (telos, ‘purpose’, ‘final actuality’, ‘that to which humans aspire’) of human action is eudaimonia (‘happiness’)
2. Eudaimonia (‘happiness’) consists in acting in accordance with reason

3. Acting according to reason is the distinguishing feature of all the traditional virtues

The Modern World: The Renaissance / Enlightenment and beyond
After the Middle-Ages, moral philosophy displaced God and placed man at centre stage. Yet philosophers like Diderot, Pascal, Hume, Adam Smith and Kant did not return to the Greek way of thinking. Instead, the Divine Law was replaced by something called the Moral Law. The Moral Law, which was said to spring from human reason rather than God, was conceived to be a system of rules specifying which actions are right. Our duty as moral agents, it was said, is to follow its directives. This signals the modern world’s (17th Century onward) rejection of virtue ethics. Modern moral philosophers approached their subject by asking a fundamentally different question than the one that had been asked by the ancient and medieval philosophers. Instead of asking ‘What traits of character make one a good person?’ they began by asking ‘What is the right thing to do?’ This led them in a different direction. They went on to develop theories, not of virtue, but of rightness and duty:
● Each person ought to do whatever will best promote his or her own interests. (Ethical Egoism).

● We ought to do whatever will promote the greatest happiness of the greatest number. (Utilitarianism)

● Our duty is to follow rules that we could consistently will to be universal laws – that is, rules that we would be willing to have followed by all people in all circumstances. (Kant’s theory)

● The right thing to do is to follow the rules that rational, self-interested people can agree on for their mutual benefit. (Social Contract Theory).

These are the theories that have dominated modern moral philosophy from the seventeenth century on. 

Should we Return to the Ethics of Virtue?
Recently, a number of philosophers, G. E.M. Anscombe and A. MacIntyre foremost among them, have advanced a radical idea: they have suggested that modern ethical philosophy is a failure and that, in order to salvage the subject, we should return to Aristotle’s way of thinking.
It is, in many respects, this contemporary debate which has determined why we study Virtue Ethics.
