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Imagine this: You get along with your roommate. You study together. You talk. You know

each other. Recently, sheOs been stressed. SheOs needs to improve her grades to keep her scholars
and General Chemistry gives her fits. She works hard. SheOs asked the professor for help. SheOs stu
ied with her lab partner. The night before her lab report is due, she asks for your help. While youOre
talking, she shows you a lab report she got from another student just to be sure sheOs on the right
track. Now youOve got a problem. You know that sheOs not allowed to have the other studentOs lab
report. Merely possessing it violates the Honor Code, but she doesnOt mean to copy it. SheOs got a I
on her shoulders, chemistry isnOt easy for her, and sheOs just trying to understand the -assignment be

ter. Is what sheOs doing wrong? If so, what should you do?

Without intending it, youOve asked a normative question. Like questions about beauty and
truth, your question isnOt about what you want. You like your roommate and wouldnOt want to see
her suffer. YouOve got things to do. You donOt want to turn her in but something else is relevant. You
want to know what yawe/d do and what sheo«/4 have done, and those questions goes beyond
your desires. Their answer could even require you to do something you donOt like. Youre facing ethi
cal questions. To answer them, and know youOve answered them correctly, youOll need an ethical the

ory.

Ethical theories offer systematic answers to questions about value and obligation. They offer

a general account of right and wrong, and often goodness and badness as well. When faced with a
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particular problem, a case where were donOt know what we should do, we can use an ethical theory
to help. Ethical theories will also help us justify our decisions to others. Using a theory, we can ex
plain the reasons for our actions and show that we took others into account. Shortly, weOll learn
some vocabulary that will help us explain precisely how we balanced competing interests and just
how we took account of conflicting points of view, but IOm getting ahead of myself. We need to

know a little more about what an ethical theory must do before we get to the specific theories.

First, ethical theories are universal, or, perhaps a better way to put it, the right thing to do
canOt be different for different people. Many people say things that seem to suggest that obligations
vary depending on oneOQs religion, culture or beliefs. For example, some people will condemn actions
by saying that they go against Oour values.O This is unhelpful. Is cheating against the values of the
Centenary community? Sure it is. Our mission rejects it. The syllabi in our classes reject it. Every
student rejects it every time he or she signs the Honor Code. But knowing these facts about Centen
ary leaves a lot unanswered. Why does Centenary reject cheating? Should Centenary reject cheating’
Would there by anything wrong with passing off another students® work as your own at a different

school? Knowing what our values are doesnOt help answer any of these questions.

Appeals to our values can be used to push us in two different directions. When someone
tells you that you should know your values, she is pushing you to think about how you would answer
these questions. By stressing that you shouldyknaalues, sheOs really stressing that you should
think for yourself and not let others do the thinking for you. SheOs not saying that you should come
up with your own idiosyncratic Olist of values.O If you decided that you valued chocolate ice cream
over human life, youOd have a problem. Others, though, appeal to OourO values to stop you from
thinking. They canOt answer questions about what makes something wrong so they issue a veiled
threat. OPeople like us reject this,O they say, implying that anyone who disagrees isnOt Oone of usO .

shouldnOt be heard. Anytime someone proposes to settle a controversial issue by appealing to OourC
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values, you should be suspicious. There wouldnOt be a controversy if we agreed on the-issue. 1tOs po

sible we agree on the underlying value, but itOs probable that we donOt.

Some differences, though, do make a difference. If someone takes your iPod-while genu
inely and reasonably believing it to be his, he didnOt steal. Figuring out whether his belief is genuine
can be difficult, but if it is, he did nothing wrong. Culture can work in a similar way. One culture
might approach property differently from another. In one culture, people might assume they can use
other peopleOs property without permission. In this culture, a person would have to post a sign say
ing, Okeep outO if she wanted people to leave her property alone. In another, the default might be to
get explicit permission before using anything that belongs to someone else, no matter the situation.
This can create sticky situations when people cross cultures but we donOt need to say that one culture
is right and the other is wrong. ItOs not that stealing is allowed in one culture and disallowed in the
other. ItOs that the boundaries are different and you need to know how others will understand your
actions. Cultures can get it wrong. A third culture might hold that women cannot own property and
S0 cannot have their property stolen. This creates difficulties for cross-cultural understanding but it
does more than that. Women who are treated this way are wronged regardless of the culture they
live in. Interestingly, this third position can be found in many cultures, including western European

cultures. Just as one culture can be wrong, many or even most cultures can be wrong.

As you might expect, religious prohibitions complicate this picture. On one interpretation,
religious rules only apply to followers of that religion. Jewish prohibitions against eating pork are
often understood this way. According to Judaism, God issued a specific command to the Jews, not
to humans in general. He prohibited them from eating pork and so they shouldnOt. 1tOs worth noting
that this interpretation rests on a universal ethical obligation to obey GodOs commands. What God
commands might be different for different people but the obligation to obey is not. Insofar as relig

ions make moral claims, they must rest on universal obligations. Religion isnOt only about morality.
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Religion addresses questions about the meaning of life, the path to happiness, metaphysics, and
identity. Many religions focus on these questions more than one moral ones. Nonetheless, when re
ligions make moral claims, these claims must at least rest on universal moral claims. The fundamental

obligation must apply to everyone, even if the particular obligations vary.

We could say much the same about governments that weOve said about religions. | might be
obligated to follow the laws of my country in a way IOm not obligated to follow the laws of France,
but this obligation must rest on a universal obligation that | share with all others. Families, commu
nities, and institutions work in a similar way. The structure of these particular obligations deserves
more investigation, but weOve got a more pressing task. We need to understand our fundamental
moral obligations. Only with those in hand will we be prepared to think about what we owe others

in cases like these.

Before getting to the leading ethical theories, 10d like to discuss one more point. Ethical theo
ries enable us to have integrity and to avoid manipulation. We need to know how to determine
whether an action is right or wrong to act consistently across different situations. We donOt want to
just respond to our environment. If someone tells us to do something, we need to be-able to dis
tance ourselves from that advice so we can evaluate it. The advice might serve a hidden agenda. Too
often people hide their self-interest in moral rhetoric. In other cases, the advice might be simply mis
taken. Much the same thing can be said for our desires. Just because we want to do something
doesnOt mean that we should do it. Our desires can deceive us much as other people can. We need

something else to rest on. Ethical theories play that role.

But how do we know which ethical theory is true? Throughout this course, weOll use a
method pioneered by John Rawls: reflective equilibrium. 1tOs a coherence strategy. To use it, we start
with the ethical views we have. They have /i weight, though we donOt hold them all with the

same confidence. 10d guess most of us think that stealing and cheating are wrong. If a thief breaks
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into a house or a student buys a paper from a paper mill, we donOt hesitate to condemn the action.
But what about stealing food to feed oneOs hungry children? Many people wouldnOt condemn this.
What about stealing food to feed other peopleOs hungry children? What about helping a friend by

giving her your paper when you know sheOll be tempted to copy it? If she turns it in as hers, sheOs

wrong but what about you? Did you help her?

Reflective equilibrium aims to use the cases weOre confident about to help with the cases
weOre less sure about. Taking the clear cases, we abstract out an account of the morality of those ac
tions. We try to explain what makes it right or wrong, or good or bad. We try to explain, for exam
ple, why itOs wrong to buy a paper from a paper mill or break into someoneOs home. That account is
our hypothesis. We test it by subjecting it to various Oexperiments.O We apply it to other cases weQOre
confident about and see if it gives us the right answer. If it doesnOt, we have a choice. We can revise
our account to accommodate the new case. Alternately, we can revise our evaluation of the cases.
Atfter all, our initial evaluations arenOt sacred. They can be mistaken. If we continue to apply this
method, revising our accounts and our evaluations of particular cases as we go, we should eventually
arrive at one account that we can be confident in. The broader the application, the more consensus
between different people using this process, the more confidence we can have in our account. This
means that someone using this method must think carefully about the best case that can be made for
every ethical position someone might take. Other people, both living and dead, prove invaluable re
sources. We should consult the history of ethical thought to take advantage of the best arguments
others have given and to see the reasoning that supports positions we donOt find initially attractive.
We should talk with living people to gather their views and their reasons for holding those views. We
need all this OdataO to construct the best theory we can. The three ethical theories-then, are pro

posed as the accounts that result from this process. The fact that thereOs still disagreement suggests
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that our work isnOt finished. In some ways, it more amazing that weOve eliminated all but three ethica

theories than itOs distressing that we donOt have just one.

Throughout this course, youOll be expected to apply one of these theories to the issue at
hand. You wonOt be graded on consistency between papers so feel free to explore different positions.
Ethical theories should be tested in practice; however, the fact that, in this class, | wonOt ask you to
defend the theory you choose shouldnOt be taken to mean that ethical theories canOt be defended.
There is more work to do. For now, pay particular attention to the terms used and the way each the
ory reasons about ethical obligations. In many cases, terms will be given a technical meaning. Mixing
those up or using them inconsistently will hurt your grade because it will make your argument un
clear. Each theory focuses on different aspects of the situation and so the theory you choose will
structure your paper. It will tell you what facts and arguments you need to address and which ones
are irrelevant. 10Il give you leeway in structuring your paper because students will choose different

theories and arguments but this isnOt a case of Oanything goes.O ThereOs a lot that doesnOt work.

l. Utilitarianism and Consequentialism
Utilitarianism provides a natural starting point. Utilitarianism is a form of consequentialism. Conse
guentialism, as you might have guessed, holds that acts should be judged by their consequences. As

Utilitarian Peter Singer argueBriactical EthicEonsequentialism is a natural extension of ordinary

practical reasoning (8-15). When you reason about what to do, you usually look at the consequences.
You decide whether to spend another hour studying biology or take a break by looking at the conse
quences of each option. ThereOs nothing special about the acts involved. Sometimes the right thing
to do is to take a break. Sometimes itOs to study. In themselves, the acts are neutral. ItOs only by their

consequences that you shall know which you should do.



Ciocchettir

Of course, the OshouldO in the last sentence isnOt a moral Oshould.O 1tOs a practical one. ItO
what you should do if you want to achieve your goal. Consequentialists claim that morality just ex
tends this mode of reasoning to take others into account. Consequences could be counted in a
number of ways. We could give them different weights. Good consequences for people we like
might count for twice as much as good consequences for people we donOt know. We could weight
the interests of men over the interests of women, blacks over whites, or people in the back of the
classroom over people in the front. Most of us, | think, find these weightings morally wrong. We
believe in equality, which in this context means that we believe in the equal consideration of interests
(Singer 21). As the Utilitarian slogan goes, Oeach counts for one, and none for more than one.O
Singer puts the same point differently, writing, Oan interest is an interest, whoeverQOs interest it may

beO (21).

SingerOs quote also helps us answer the next question in a particularly Utilitarian fashion.
There are many different types of consequentialists. Saying that the consequences of- an action de
termine its rightness doesnOt tell us which consequences to count. According to Utilitarians, thereOs
only one thing that is good in itself: happiness. Happiness, they argue, is the only thing that we
should pursue for itOs own sake. Everything else is just a means to happiness. Unfortunately, Ohappi
nessO is a vague term. As youOll see with Aristotelianism, it can have many meanings, most of which
were explicitly rejected by Utilitarians. Mill and Bentham defined happiness as pleasure; which is op
posed to pain. We can trade them off, so weOll incur some pains provided they produce more pleas
ure, but pleasure and pain have nothing mysterious about them. Modern Utilitarians have backed
away from pleasure and pain as the only criterion of goodness and propose that we use OinterestsO
or Opreferences.O Instead of asking whether an act promotes someoneOs happiness, we ask whethe
promotes or frustrates someoneQOs interests. This has the advantage of being somewhat separate

from conscious experience. A person can have preferences for what happens to her estate after her
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death and so those preferences can be satisfied or frustrated even though sheOll feel no pain or
pleasure. In any case, the basic idea is similar. We decide whether to study or take a break by deter
mining which will make us happier. For moral questions, we need to look beyond our own happiness

or our own interests. We must give everyoneQOs interests equal weight.

The phrase Oall things consideredO in the last paragraph points to another aspect of ordinary
practical reasoning. We maximize. Typically, we donOt think that we should aim at some minimum of
happiness and then quit. We should aim for the greatest happiness possible. Of course, we must
subtract the pains involved in getting that happiness and the pains that might result from enjoying it.
Often, intense happiness is followed by intense pain. Many things that feel good in the moment
leave us in pain afterwards. But, putting moral considerations aside for the moment, if we knew that
an action would give us more happiness than pain, weOd do it. Why wouldnOt we? Morally, we should
do something similar. We should aim to maximize happiness. When examining an action, we should
look at our options. For each one, we should try to determine how it will affect everyone involved.

We should add up all the happiness and subtract all the unhappiness, and perform the action that

will produce the most happiness.

One way of describing consequentialism, including Utilitarianism, is to say consequentialists
argue that the good is prior to the right. Let me explain what that means. To say that the good is
prior to the right is to say that what rights we have, what our obligations are, is determined by whatOs
good. For Utilitarians, happiness is good. Therefore, weOre obligated to perform the actions that
produce the most good. Utilitarians sometimes speak of rights but that can be confusing. Our only
obligation is to produce the most happiness. Beyond that, nothing is forbidden (or required). To say
that a normal, innocent, adult human has a right not to be killed is not to say that we arenOt allowed
to kill an adult human no matter what. Instead, it merely means that itOs helpful to create laws that

criminalize killing adults. Those laws produce good consequences. In all but the most unusual cir
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cumstances, killing an adult is wrong; however, in some circumstances it can be required. If killing
one person is the only way to save five others, and killing that person wouldnOt produce other disas
trous consequences, then killing the one is obligatory. We should do it. Rights, in a consequentialist
scheme, are nothing more than rules of thumb. In this class, people using the Utilitarian theory
should avoid talking about rights. Better to follow BenthamOs strategy and consider them nothing but

nonsense on stilts.

The upshot of all this is a simple principle: Do those actions which maximize the happiness
of all affected Except in a few cases, whether we interpret happiness as satisfying interests or pro
ducing pleasure, the result will be the same. A paper using this theory, then, should compare the
consequences of possible actions, adding up the interests satisfied or pleasure produced, subtracting
the interests frustrated or pain created. It should argue that itOs recommended course of action
maximizes happinesseveryone affected. 1tOs crucial that everyone and all plausible options are taken
into account. Of course, your papers are short. You canOt survey all options for each and every per

son. ItOs best to find some strategy that argues for one plausible option and against the other.

To return to the case we began with, how would a Utilitarian think about cheating? What
would a Utilitarian say about your roommateQOs action? What are your obligations? Well, it depends.
A Utilitarian wouldnOt say that cheating is inherently wrong. Nothing about the act itsel, independ
ent of itOs consequences, makes a difference. Therefore, the circumstances matter a lot. Perhaps a
Utilitarian will say that your roommate has done nothing wrong and you should help her with her
report. If the consequences of not helping her are awful enough (say, if she would hurt herself or
the world would be taken over by sadistic aliens or something like that) then a Utilitarian might have
a case. However, we have to make some very implausible factual assumptions in order support this

conclusion. Aliens? Really? Even if she might hurt herself if you donOt help, you need to consider all

11Ove slightly modified SterbaOs formulation of this principle (2).
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your options. Why not help her with the report at that moment and get help immediately after

wards? While itOs reasonable to say that the interests furthered by the Honor Code arenOt as impor
tant as her life, so itOs reasonable to sacrifice them to save her from harm, those same reasons obli
gate you to do much more than help her with the lab report. Of course, hurt yourself over your

grade in General Chemistry is rather extreme. On more plausible assumptions, sheOs broken the rule:
and youOre obligated to turn her in. While that might produce short term unhappiness, rules against
cheating protect the reputation of the school, the value of your degree, and motivate students to
improve their skills. In the end, it seems likely that enforcing the rules will produce much more hap

piness for everyone affected.

[I. Kantianism and Deontology

Immanuel Kant was an extraordinary philosopher. He transformed the way we think about meta
physics, epistemology, and ethics. Kant criticized consequentialism, especially Utilitarianism. He ar
gued that an actionOs consequences couldnOt provide a moral reason. Consequences provided the
wrong kind of reason for that purpose. He also criticized the UtilitariansO willingness to sacrifice an
individual for the greater good. He felt that the Utilitarian interpretation of equality didnOt value in
dividuals correctly. Kant offers complex arguments using difficult vocabulary and inspires many
conflicting interpretations. For this class, we will focus on John RawlsOs interpretation of KantOs the
ory. RawlsOs theory of justice as fairness is one of the most influential interpretations and provides

us with easily applicable principles. Whether he interprets Kant correctly is another matter.

Rather than focus on consequences and happiness, Kantians focus on fairness, respect, and
treating people as ends in themselves. Kant reduces all moral obligation to one principle for which
he offers three different versions. The second version of the categorial imperative requires that we

treat humans (by which he means rational persons) as ends in themselves and never simply as a
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means (Kant 36). An end is something we pursue. Means are the way we pursue it. We treat some
thing as an end when we pursue it or promote its interests for its own sake. We treat something as
simply a means when we use it to get something else without regard for its own good. When we

treat another person as an end in himself, we take the personsQ interests seriously. We aim to pro
mote the personOs interests because they are that personOs interests and not because of anything th
person can do for us. We can treat them as a means as well. When we ask someone to help us study,
we use that person as a means to our end. Kant doesnOt condemn this. How could he? We all need a
little help from our friends, not to mention many people that we donOt know and will never meet.
According to Kant, itOs immoral to use a perggnas a means. If the only reason you study with
someone is for your benefit, if youOd demand that the person help you regardless of the conse
guences for her life, then you treat her simply as a means. If, on the other hand, you ask for her help,
instead of demand it, and if you are willing to reciprocate and help her when she needs it, then she

is means to your end but not simply a means to your end. SheOs treated as though sheOs valuable in

herself.

Note that the morality of an action depends on your intention. What matters is how you are
thinking about other people as you choose your action. You can study with someone in an immoral
way if you donOt think about her interests in the right way. Kant says that you should show respect
for peopleOs dignity. To say that we should respect peopleOs dignity is to say that each person is of
infinite value. In contrast with consequentialists, Kantians argue that we cannot trade the life of one
person to save multiple others. Each life is priceless and we canOt use it to achieve any other end,

even the end of saving anotherQs life. That is, it has dignity.

Kantians argue that thereOs is an important difference between an act and an omission. If |
act, then | must act on an intention and | am responsible for how I treat others. If | act, then my

actions either stem from respect for othersO dignity or they donOt. If | omit an action,4f | do noth
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ing, then | donOt treat others in any way at all. My omission doesnOt show respect or disrespect. If |
stand aside and allow several people to die of natural causes when | could save them, then | donOt
treat them as simply a means to my end; whereas if | kill one person to save others, then | treat that
one person as simply a means. HereOs another way to describe this contrast with consequentialism:
according to Kantians, the right is prior to the good. Whereas consequentialists believe that the right
action is the one with the best consequences, Kantians argue that other peopleOs rights put side-
constraints on our efforts to produce good results (Nozick 29-30). Other peopleOs interests limit
what we can do, even if weOre aiming to satisfy as many interests as possible. If an adult has a right
not to be killed, then we canOt kill that person even if that means more people will die. We can still

pursue our goals. 1tOs just that othersO rights limit the means we can use to get to our ends.

While these terms -- ends, means, respect, dignity, rights -- describe a distinctive ethical ap
proach, itOs hard to say what it implies in practice. ItOs one thing to say that people have rights that
should be respected, but which rights do they have? Without an answer to that, Kantian theory is
useless. HereOs where Rawls made a significant contribution. He thinks we can determine which
rights people have by thinking about a hypothetical contract between people who are creating a soci
ety. Since weOre trying to determine what rights people have, we need to set aside any rights we nor
mally attribute to them. In the real world, | might own a house and car, and you might have only an
old bicycle, but we canOt assume this is fair. We need to imagine that everything is unowned and see
if we can justify any ownership rights. Rawls calls this hypothetical starting point Othe Qriginal Posi
tionO (Rawls Ch. 3). In this position, everyone wears Othe veil of ignorance.O This veit hides our so
cial position from us. We know that weOll be someone in this society, but we donOt know who. We
donOt know if we will be male or female. We donOt know if weOll be rich or poor. We donOt know if
we will be healthy and talented, or suffer from disabling illnesses. We canOt know these things be

cause if we did, we could cheat. We could bend the rules to favor us. We don®t even know our own
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particular conception of the good. That is, we donOt know what weOll find valuable in life. We might
be ascetic monks whose lives revolves around worshipping God and nothing else. We might be dedi
cated hedonists that enjoy fine wines and world-travel. Obviously, these lifestyles require different
resources. We might be either kind of person so we wouldnOt want to discriminate against either.
This isnOt to say that both lives are equally good. One might be a waste, but, even so, if | turned out

to be that person, it would matter to me so from the Original Position we must respect that choice.

Rawls thinks that that under these conditions weOd agree to a few principles of justice (Chs. 4
and 5). First, weOd opt for as much liberty as possible, compatible with equal liberty for others. Lib
erty is an all-purpose good. With it, | can pursue whatever my goals happen to be so | want as much
liberty as | can get. Since | donOt know what kind of person | am, | want everyone to have as much

liberty as possible. Hence the first principle.

The second principle focuses on resources. Unlike the first principle, Rawls rejects the egali
tarianism he endorsed with the first principle here. He argues that, from the Original Position, weOd
choose to distribute primary goods equaly when an unequal distribution would be to the ad
vantage of the least advantaged. If we think about the situation a bit, RawlsOs argument becomes
clear. Primary goods are those goods a person would want no matter his or her conception of the
good. Money is a good example. Whatever | want to do, money will help me do it. Violins arenOt a
primary good. While theyOre very helpful should one want to be a violinist, they arenOt the kind of
all-purpose means that everyone wants. Principles of justice, then, donOt say anything about the dis
tribution of violins, though they will tell us how to distribute money. With money in hand, | can buy

a violin should | turn out to be a violinist.

The more interesting part of RawlsOs principle requires a bit more explanation. 1tOs easy to
see why people in the Original Position would want to distribute primary goods equally. If someone

gives me $100, four envelopes and tells me that after | put the money in them 10Il be given one of
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the four envelopes, 101l put $25 in each envelope. Maybe a few people will gamble, but-if we remem
ber that the Original Position is about oneQOs entire life prospects, weOll realize that it makes more
sense to play it safe. The only way putting more money in one envelope makes sense is if by doing
so, | could increase the everyoneOs take. While this doesnOt make much sense with envelope games
(how much sense do envelope games make anyway?), we can see how this might happen in an econ
omy. Maybe we need especially talented people to develop renewable energy sources. With this tech
nology, everyoneOs life will go better but itOs arduous work. We could devise an incentive system to
get the most talented people to do it. This inequality is just only if it improves the position of the

least advantaged person. | look to that person because | might be that person. If | am, 1Od agree to

this deal because | get more. If the least advantaged person agrees, then everyone else would as wel

Kantian ethical theory requires that we show respect for the dignity of persons.-We can in
terpret that requirement in different ways. It requires that everyone be treated as an end, never sim
ply as a means. Each personOs interests and choices must be treated as priceless and never traded ¢
for anyone elseOs. We must respect their rights. Their rights places side-constraints on our actions.
Which rights? Everyone has the right to as much liberty as possible, compatible with the same lib
erty for others. Everyone has a right to an equal share of societyOs resources, except where an une
qgual distribution benefits the least advantaged. A paper using the Kantian theory, therefore, must
examine different actions to determine which provides the greatest advantage to the least advan
taged. As you might expect, a lot depends on who you identify as the least advantaged. At the same
time, your actions must never treat others a simply a means, so you need to show how each person is

treated as an end as well.

So what does Kantianism tell us about your roommateQOs situation? Kantians would be less
concerned about the consequences of cheating and more concerned with the lack of respect reveals.

Since cheating is deliberately deceptive, it uses others as simply a means. Others canOt endorse your



Ciocchettil5

roommateOs action because they donOt know about it. By lying to them, she implicitly assumes that
they wouldnOt support her decision. Otherwise, sheOd tell them the truth. Consider how different it
would be if she asked the professor if she could use the lab report or if the syllabus allowed it.
Thinking about it another way, grades and college degrees are used to distribute resources. The rules
for awarding those must assign rights in a fair way, but those rules arenOt in question. When your
roommate violates those rules, she takes benefits that donOt belong to her. She treats herself as
though she were above the rules and the rights of others to a fair shot at those resources. Likewise,
the rules require you to report any violation of the Honor Code that you know about. YouOre not

free to omit this action, as you might usually be, because youOve agreed to follow the rules. You no
longer have the right to stand aside. YouOd be putting yourself and your discomfort above what you
owe to other people. You must enforce the rules to be sure everyone has a fair chance at the jobs
and other resources grades distribute. You canOt deceive either. Once youOve agreed, you have to ke

your word.

lll. Aristotelianism and Virtue Ethics

As different as Kantianism and Utilitarianism are, they have more in common with each
other than they do with Aristotelianism. Aristotle offers us one version of a virtue theory. There are
others. Some argue that Confucius should be interpreted as a virtue theorist. If so, heOd be one of
the first. He died over one hundred years before Aristotle was born. Much more recently, Martin
Seligman has done cross-cultural psychological studies of happiness and developed a science-based
list of virtues. First, we will focus on what these approaches have in common. WeOll note their dif

ferences later.

Rather than placing weight directly on intentions or consequences, virtue theory counsels us

to act as a good person would. Obviously, this advice is unhelpful unless we know what a good per
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son is like. Naturally, virtue theorists spend much of their time describing particular virtues and dis
cussing how to cultivate them. To understand that, though, weOll need a little background. WeOll neec
to understand how human beings work before we can understand the role of virtue in-a good per

sonOs life.

Aristotle argues that human actions aim towards ends. If we look at actual human beings, it
might seem like weOre all chasing different ends. Some people want money. Others would rather
spend time partying. Some people like to study. Others like to be out doings things. Some people
canOt imagine life without a partner and children. Others are happy to go it alone. Some even think
that children get in the way. Aristotle examines cases like these and decides that, really, human being:s
have just one goatdaemonia. Translators struggle withdd»on:2.0 One natural translation is
Ohappiness,O but that can be misleading. Aristotle certainly doesnOt mean that human beings live for
pleasure. As we saw, Bentham holds this position but Bentham developed Utilitariarism to over
come the problems he saw with Aristotleianism. Martha Nussbaum proposes OflourishingO as a bet
ter translation. Others use Owell-being.O The idea, as AristotleOs argument makes clear, is that actior
which producexdaemonia are always choiceworthy. So consider studying. Why would you choose to
study? Most answer, Oso | can do well on the test.O We can check this answer with a simple question
would you study if you knew it would make you do worse on the test? If not, then studying is
choiceworthy only insofar as it helps you do well on the test. But, of course, no one thinks that do
ing well on a test is choiceworthy in itself. If doing well on a test didnOt help you get a good grade,
get a good job, or help you learn the material, then you wouldnOt want to do well on the test and you
wouldnOt study. Ideally, studying for the test will do all three. YouOll learn the material, get a good

grade, and be prepared for your future.

1tOs that last part, being prepared for your future, that interests Aristotle. According to Aris

totle, what we want is for our lives to go well. As Aristotle sees it, life is an activity. We donOt aim to
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pile up a certain amount of money and then declare ourselves the winner. Instead, the point of life

is found in living it well. We want money, degrees, and success because these enables us to do other
things that we find worthwhile. A flourishing life, then, is one that goes well for the person who lives

it. Such a life will have its pleasures, but it will have its pains too. More importantly, it wilt take pleas
ure from the right things and experience pain when it should. Someone who experiences no joy

upon graduation seems deficient. Someone who experiences joy at the death of a loved one isnOt liv
ing well either. Put differently, human beings are rational creatures. A good life is one where we feel

what we have reason to feel and we do what we have reason to do.

Of course, human beings argmQational creatures. We have desires, emotions; and in
stincts. ThatOs where virtues come in. Virtues help us shape ourselves so that we can live well. Vir
tues are settled habits of thought and action. They are character traits. As such, they are more than
just tendencies towards actions, they are ways of thinking and feeling about situations. An example
will help. ItOs often said that patience is a virtue. Do we mean that a person who waits for something
is patient? Certainly not. One can wait impatiently by pacing up and down the hall or tapping oneOs
fingers on the desk. Someone like this might wait when he should, but heOs not happy. His life isnOt
going well because he struggles against himself. So is a person who waits calmly patient? According
to Aristotle, thatOs not enough either. A person who waits when he should act isnOt patient. He might
be better labeled OlazyO or Osluggish.O A patient person acts at the right time. Morethan that, a pa
tient person acts at the right time but, up until that point, he doesnOt have to restrain his desire to act.
He doesnOt feel like acting until he should act. A patient person is, in a sense, whole. He doesnOt
struggle against other parts of himself. Instead, his reason, his feelings, and his desires all point in

the same direction.

From this account, it should be obvious that acquiring virtues isnOt something one can do in

a minute, a day, or even a month. If youOre currently an impatient person, you wonOt just be patient
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the next time you need to wait. YouOll have to cultivate the virtue. YouOll have to wait when you
should and work to calm yourself down. YouOll remind yourself of the reason for waiting, that this
isnOt the right time, and so on. Slowly, youOll train yourself to be patient. So virtues require practice,
and thatOs how we need to think of our actions. Every action we take shapes us. We develop the hab
its of thought and action that will make our lives go well or badly. Every time we act, we become a

little more of the kind of person who would act like that.

According to Aristotle, only a lucky few of us will ever manage to live well. For all kinds of
reasons, living well depends on more than just our choices. Some people are born with-terrible tem
pers. Others are naturally more even. The first group will have a hard time expressing only appropri
ate anger. The second will find it easier to be virtuous. Education matters a lot. Good parents build
good habits in their children. Good governments build good habits in their citizens. But if youOre
unluckly, youOll have bad parents and a bad government. Aristotle claims that even physical traits, like
beauty and strength, matter. Beautiful people can live better than ugly people. 1tOs not the most im
portant factor, so ugly people can do quite well, but even the best ugly person would live better as a
beautiful one. Flourishing, as you can see, depends on many things outside of a personOs control, bu
we can shape our characters. Our choices about the actions we take, the friends we have, the books
we read, the music we listen to, and, really, anything that shapes the way we think and feel, can

change who we are. ThereOs a lot to work with.

Given this account of ethical theory, the list of virtues matters. Aristotle lists courage, tem
perance, generosity, magnificence, magnanimity, proper pride, patience, truthfulness, wittiness,
friendliness (Books 3 and 4). As you can see, they range from some high-minded virtues, like cour
age, to virtues hardly discussed today, like wittiness. Much of AristotleOs philosophy-was incorpo
rated into Christianity by way of Catholicism, but this list isnOt Christian. According to Aristotle,

proper pride is a virtue. Humility is not. (For more on the Catholic account of human virtue, visit
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the Vaticanvebsite Confucius can be read as a virtue ethicist as wellAhrateetshe describes

Jjen, variously translated as Othe way,0 Ohumane-heartedness,O and Ovirtue,O as consisting of three
partsZ (rules of propriety)saio (family virtues), and(righteousness) (Koller 264-270). The cate

gories donOt translate into English neatly and Confucius never systematizes his account, but the idea
seems to be thatdescribes the virtues appropriate to following social rules that show respect for

other people. These rules enable cooperation and harmony, and a good person will master himself

to fit into societytHsaio requires a little more. We have special obligations to our families, especially

our parents, and so we must show them loyalty and do our best to bring them honor. In some cases,
hsaio sShould be extended beyond oneOs family, approaching others as though they ere family.

takes us even further. As a person cultiabescomes to recognize the right thing to do and he

does it because it is right. HeOs motivated to act, not just by the social rules or family obligations, but
by the rightness of the action. We shouldnOt think that a good person overines Instead,

he approaches these virtues with a different motivetiereOs overlap with AristotleOs account, but
important differences as well. Pride is missing. Confucius believes that thereOs an obligation to do
oneQs best and we have that duty as part of our loyalty to our family. Though Aristotle isnOt oblivious
to family obligations, his list of virtues makes no direct mention of them. More recently, people
started to study the virtues scientifically. Psychologist Martin Seligman finds six virtues, or as he puts
it, virtue clusters, across cultures (132-133). They are the wisdom and knowledge cluster, the courage
cluster, the love and humanity cluster, the justice cluster, the temperance and moderation cluster, and
the spirituality and transcendence cluster. He calls these OclustersO because in many cases, cultures
and individuals offer a more detailed list. Seligman finds it helpful to group them this way. Once
again, pride is missing, but large sections of both AristotleOs and ConfuciusOs list can be subsumed

under these clusters.


http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s1c1a7.htm
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s1c1a7.htm

Ciocchettk0

These lists will prove helpful when applying virtue ethics to specific cases. When trying to
determine whether to act in a certain way, we need to think about how it affects our characters.
What habits will it break? What habits will it help form? We can ask similar questions about social
policies. How will it shape the characters of the people who live under the policy? How will it shape
the character of the people who enforce the policy? Ultimately, virtue ethics councils us to take only
those actions which will make us better people. As St. Thomas Aquinas put it, Ogood is to be done
and pursued, and evil is to be avoidedO (Aquinas Q. 94 a.2). That is, our actions should be good
ones, even if they cause pain or have other negative consequences. We shouldnOt take up an evil
habit to alleviate someone elseOs suffering. (You could imagine someone who wonOt stand up for her
self because it might make everyone else uncomfortable.) This isnOt to say that a person shouldnOt
have compassion, see SeligmanOs love and humanity cluster, but it must be appropriate compassion.
It must be compassion that helps your life go better and helps others as well. A good paper, then,
must address how the actions involved will shape the character of the people who perform them.

They need to help us flourish.

How would a virtue theorist think about the situation between you and your roommate? In a
sense, sheOd come to the same conclusion that a Kantian and a Utilitarian would. (Surprised? | doubt
it. Theoretically speaking, itOs not a hard case.) Your roommate shouldnOt have a copy of the lab re
port and you need to turn her in. The reasoning would be different. A virtue theorist would ask who
your roommate becomes if she bends the rules when she feels stressed or upset. Aristotle might say
that she doesnOt show proper courage or truthfulness. She lies about herself when she claims the
work as her own. It takes courage to recognize that sheOs in over her head and ask for the help she
needs. Since she canOt do that, she lacks the courage she ought to have and she cultivates the vice &
acting on it. Confucius might be even harsher. Your roommate isnOt cil8Veeidg violating so

cial rules. SheOs not cultivatingsince sheOs bringing dishonor to her family and itOs difficult to see
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how her actions could suppgrtShe isnOt violating a social rule and bringing dishonor to her family

in the name of a higher purpose. Three of SeligmanOs clusters might apply here as well. Courage,
again, as well as justice, not to mention the knowledge sheOs missing out on. Much the same would
apply to you. While you might think youOd be showing loyalty to your roommate by not reporting

what youOve seen, but you wouldnOt be. Since itOs not in her interest to get away with this, you donO
help her if you help her get away with it. SheOll be a worse person because of your loyalty. You need
to show courage to overcome your discomfort and do the right thing. None of the theorists weOve
read about would think that you shouldnOt be upset by this or regret having to do this to a friend.
Aristotle would say that youOre unlucky here. Your life goes worse no matter what you do, though
both options arenOt equally bad. Someone who took joy in reporting her friend would be a bad per
son as well, but you should have the courage to act despite your unpleasant feelings. YouOll be culti
vating a valuable character trait that will help your life go better even if you find yourself in this un
lucky situation again, and youQll be giving your roommate a reason to reflect and choose to become &

better person.

V. Conclusion

Before closing, we should think a bit about a mixed theory. After reading about these three ap
proaches, itOs tempting to think each one gets something right. Can we just have it all? Perhaps. Man
modern ethicists work to reconcile our intuitions here. Increasingly complex theories try 1o do a bet

ter job of explaining whatOs right or wrong. One approach is to explain what two of the-theories of

fer in terms of a third. A Utilitarian might argue that character counts, but only indirectly. We should
cultivate a good character because it tends to produce the greatest happiness for everyone. Taking
pleasure from giving pleasure to others is a win-win scenario for a Utilitarian. This, however, is just a

Utilitarian theory. 1tOs not really mixed. A mixed theory would have to incorporate concerns from all
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three theories without reducing any of those concerns to the other. Character would have to matter

in itself, as would pleasure, as would respect and dignity. Furthermore, such a theory would need to
give us guidance on what to do when the theories contradict each other. How should we handle

cases where not respecting one personQOs dignity is necessary to produce a great deal of happiness fi
others? We donOt want tad¥e. here. A mixed theory has a hard time avoiding that. For your pa

pers, donOt do this. Pick a theory and use it. Your paper is too short and this task is to difficult for

you to offer a good account of a mixed theory. | think youQll find that you have barely enough space

to apply one.

All the theories have the same goal. They all aim at reflective equilibrium. WeOre trying to
make our intuitions about ordinary cases consistent. To get there, we have to reject some intuitions,
revise our accounts, and keep thinking about different cases. The best theory tells us what we should
do across the most cases, but leaves in tact our most deeply held views about right and wrong. Each
of the theories weOve considered proposes to do that. To figure out if theyOre right, weOll need to in

vestigate. WeOll need to look at some controversial issues. WeOll begin that process in the next class.
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Appendix A
Three Lists of the Virtues
Aristotle Confucius Seligman
Courage Li (propriety) Wisdom and Knowledge
Temperance Hsaio (family) Courage
Generosity Y7 (righteousness) Love and Humanity
Magnificence Justice
Magnanimity Temperance and Modera
- tion
Proper Pride
Mildness Spirituality and Transcen
dence

Truthfulness

Wittiness

Friendliness
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