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Chapter 12: Virtue Ethics


Chapter 12 introduces virtue theory, opening with the story of Ashley making a moral decision that does not readily fall under moral principles. The essential claims of virtue theory are next characterized: personal character is morally primary, which provides the motivation to act rightly and can also allow several alternate choices to be equally right. §III presents Aristotle’s virtue ethics and emphasizes the mean (between excess and deficiency) and the need for practice to establish a virtuous character. The following optional section considers the criticisms that contemporary virtue theorists have made against principle-based theories. These include incompleteness, an overemphasis on impartiality, a distorted picture of human nature, and a failure to motivate right action. The next optional section offers a classification of the virtues by their role or purpose, which reveals how the virtues relate to both deontology and consequentialism. The chapter closes with an overview of several problems for virtue theory: the difficulty of attaining virtue, its lack of explanatory power, and its own incompleteness as an ethical theory.
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