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Introduction

Virtue ethics is a branch of ethics which in recent times
has returned to the center of the attention of philoso-
phers, in particular ethicists. Virtue ethics was the dom-
inant approach to ethics in the Western tradition since
Greek antiquity and through to the modern period. The
theme of virtue, including particular virtues, is the sub-
ject of several Platonic dialogues, and is an enduring
theme in Socrates” and Plato’s philosophy as a whole.
For Aristotle too, ethics and ethical action are centered
around the theme of virtue, and the particular virtues.
Virtue plays a central role in the various schools of Hel-
lenistic philosophy. This tradition continues into the Pa-
tristic and the Scholastic periods of the history of philos-
ophy and the Renaissance. Within classical or medieval
Islamic philosophy, virtue is also the focus of research
on ethics, in particular the works of Alfarabi, Averroes
and Miskawayh, among others, and virtue is also cen-
tral to the ethical thought of Maimonides. In so far as
virtue ethics, with its focus on virtue, represents an em-
phasis on the personal moral qualities of individuals,
other kinds of ethics, Hindu, Buddhist or Confucian, can
also be considered as forming part of virtue ethics.
Within the Western tradition, virtue ethics re-
mained alive and thrived into the modern period, in
particular among the British moralists, such as Shaftes-
bury and Hume. Kant’s orientation of ethics towards the
principle of duty and the establishment of universal
principles of conduct, rather than highlighting particu-
lar qualities of the human subject, effectively altered the
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12 ETHICS AND VIRTUE

dominance of virtue ethics, turning the attention of eth-
ical studies to deontology and the notion of duty. Some
contemporary scholars oppose the two kinds of ethics,
one which highlights personal qualities of the ethical
subject, and the other which insists on universal duties
which are independent of particular circumstances or
particular individuals. In contemporary scholarship,
one finds studies arguing for the compatibility between
virtue ethics and the universal notion of duty and
norms.

The current revival of virtue ethics has been at-
tributed to analytic philosophy, and in particular
Anscombe and her influential paper ‘Modern Moral
Philosophy’, which delineates the differences between
duty ethics and virtue ethics. Other studies followed,
such as Maclntyre’s After Virtue. There are currently
many studies, including book-length studies on virtue
ethics, and also on particular virtues and the signifi-
cance of virtue within contemporary discourses on eth-
ics. These studies build on the previous tradition of vir-
tue ethics and seek to highlight its significance for con-
temporary ethical life.

Virtue is a topic which concerns human behavior as
a whole and thus concerns central aspects of human life.
A topic related to virtue and ethics more generally is
politics and the law. The inextricable link between vir-
tue and politics is already present in Plato’s and Aristo-
tle’s works, both of whom stress the need for virtuous
behavior by individuals in their personal relations and
within the political state. For Aristotle, the study of eth-
ics is preliminary to the study of politics.
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Another issue that is almost always associated with
virtue is happiness. Already for the ancient Greek and
Hellenistic philosophers, virtue was a means to happi-
ness or identical to happiness itself. These two related
issues will be treated in this work, although only in so
far as they pertain to the broader theme of virtue.

The present work, composed as a philosophical di-
alogue, builds on a previous philosophical dialogue of
mine, titled Spirit in Philosophy: A Metaphysical Inquiry
(Stuttgart, WiSa, 2019), which includes a subchapter on
ethics. In the present work, I follow the same format,
namely that of the philosophical dialogue, which af-
fords a certain kind of freedom and flexibility in tackling
various philosophical topics. In addition, I build on the
conclusions reached in that work, regarding the signifi-
cance of a spiritual or idealist approach to ethics, the
concept of the good and the final cause as central to eth-
ics, the need to understand human nature in developing
an ethical theory, and more broadly the notion of cau-
sality and agency as pivotal to debates on ethics.

Contemporary scholars often distinguish between
virtue theory and virtue ethics, the former consisting in
a clarification of what virtue means and its place within
ethical theories, and the latter making the case for virtue
as the most suitable approach for producing good ethi-
cal conduct. In this sense, virtue ethics is opposed to
other ethics theories such as duty ethics and consequen-
tialism or utilitarianism, which measure the goodness of
an action based on its results, to the exclusion, for in-
stance, of the means involved in bringing about an
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action. This work will make a case for virtue ethics as
the most natural and productive form of ethics.

Virtue ethics is characterized by a focus on individ-
ual behavior and its improvement, although its conse-
quences are far from being individualistic or particular.
Virtuous practice can be found at the communal level or
in society as a whole, but virtue is considered to develop
first at the level of the individual. In the Republic, Plato
famously makes parallelisms between virtue, in partic-
ular justice, in the soul, as the harmony between the var-
ious faculties, and virtue in the state as the harmony be-
tween the different classes of citizens. This parallelism
is taken up by Alfarabi in his Aphorisms of the Statesman
and The Principles of the Opinions of the Inhabitants of the
Virtuous City which describes the significance of virtue
for the individual and for the state. Without diminishing
the significance of virtuous action for the political state,
Aristotle holds that virtuous behavior pertains to indi-
viduals and has to take account of their circumstances.
Nevertheless, he also thinks of ethics as being the first
part of politics, and views the link between the two dis-
ciplines as continuous.

While tackling related issues such as happiness,
considered to be the goal of virtue, and the role of virtue
in society and in politics, this work will above all study
virtue as an individual endeavor and goal, and more
specifically virtue theory as a set of general principles
which help each individual to act in a moral way.

As with Spirit in Philosophy: A Metaphysical Inquiry,
this work draws heavily on the history of philosophy.
While it would be difficult to convey all the conceptions
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of virtue to be found within the history of philosophy, it
is important to take account of the most salient ones, on
the one hand, in order to avoid unwittingly repeating
what has already been said, and on the other, to build
on that rich tradition. This study draws inspiration par-
ticularly from the works of Aristotle, Saint Thomas
Aquinas and Shaftesbury. Among contemporary phi-
losophers the works of Terence Irwin and Linda Zag-
zebski are particularly helpful.

Aristotle builds on Plato’s discussion of virtue in his
dialogues. These dialogues, especially those which are
considered to be the early Platonic dialogues, analyze
specific virtues, such as piety, friendship, courage and
justice, while seeking their precise definitions. One dia-
logue, the Meno, is centered around virtue itself, and
how it can be defined. Some related debates discuss the
connection between virtue and the soul, virtue and
knowledge, and the unity of the virtues. Naturally, Soc-
rates is the protagonist in Plato’s dialogues, and some
scholars have sought to distinguish his views from those
of Plato. However, even the middle dialogues, in which
Plato appears to develop his own philosophy and dis-
tinct theories, have virtue as the focus of the discussions.

Aristotle, as a historian of philosophy and a former
student of Plato, develops his own theory of virtue and
his own virtue ethics. Some of the hallmarks of Aristo-
tle’s virtue ethics consist in considering virtue as a result
of habituation, as a middle term between extremes and
as a requisite for happiness. However, like Plato he
views virtue as residing in the human soul and as a char-
acteristic of human excellence. Later, the Stoics identify
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virtue with knowledge and state that virtue suffices for
attaining happiness, and their views are analyzed by an-
cient, medieval and modern philosophers.

Saint Thomas Aquinas, as an Aristotelian philoso-
pher and a Christian theologian, brings together various
aspects of Aristotelian virtue ethics and develops them
in tandem with a reflection on God’s role in laying down
the religious and moral law, and as a model for human
virtue. In particular, Aquinas develops the notion of
voluntary action, the connection between virtue and the
law, as well as those virtues which are distinctively the-
ological.

Shaftesbury is an important representative of the
emphasis on the role of emotion in ethics, as well as the
aesthetic appreciation of virtue, and therefore foreshad-
ows current reflections on the link between human na-
ture and moral action. His reflections on human nature
and the role of religion in shaping moral habits are also
central to his philosophy. Many other philosophers
wrote about virtue, and several of them will be men-
tioned later in this work.

Naturally, ethics is a very broad field, consisting of
several branches. Even virtue ethics can be understood
in different ways, as it has been by many different phi-
losophers. It can be explored in connection with human
nature in all its complexity, human action and norma-
tive questions. Therefore, it is important to introduce
some central and broad questions within the field of eth-
ics before entering issues pertaining specifically to vir-
tue ethics, and making a case for virtue ethics in relation
to other branches of normative ethics. Virtue ethics
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includes many issues broadly pertaining to ethics, and
philosophers who have developed this theory have
tended to describe ideal human behavior and character.



