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Hello, we are here today to talk about our module number 9 which is on Virtue Ethics,

and this is going to be one more normative ethical theory that we need to get introduced

to.

(Refer Slide Time: 00:41)

So, my plan is like this that we will be covering that is the theory itself. And then going

into the  technical  concepts  of  virtue,  vice,  character, practical  wisdom, these are  the

technical staples for this theory. And as always I am going to talk about the limitations of

the theory, and then the implication for the main subject of our course namely the ethical

corporation. So, without further adieu, let us start.
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This theory looks into the central concepts for this theory would be this character and

virtue as I have tried to point out here. So, you can say that this is one of those theories

that  you hear  as the old fashioned ethics.  You have heard utilitarianism speak about

doing good for maximum number of people. 

You have heard a deontology talk about that you need to find the right rule with the right

motive and right manner, but this theory provides a sharp contrast to all of that and says

that why you need to be good is because you need to build your own character and leave

a virtuous life. Now, these are the messages coming from this theory.

In fact, there is another sharp contrast with the previous theories that is that the earlier

theories were more concerned about giving you some advice about which action is right,

what should I do in this particular situation. In contrast to that this theory is going to talk

about what kind of person one should be. So, it is a much bigger plan and a much larger

plan, and it is also about the life plan of that person how should we live our lives. So,

these are the kind of questions, very different kind of questions that are taken up by this

theory, and we will try to follow what kind of answers they give it gives to us.

The main source for virtue ethics is Aristotle’s Virtue ethics. So, from the Greek times

this theory is well-known. And we have inherited this theory to now in our contemporary

context  we try to understand it.  What does the theory say first  of all  that  if  you are

looking for the values here, the obvious insist emphasis here is on the good. So, instead



of the right, this theory and the Greek tradition itself was very much concerned about this

value called good. So, we are talking about a good life that is the goal as you will get to

see, but for that in order to achieve that or to deserve that one has to be first of all a good

person. The good person is somebody who is a virtuous person. So, as you can see these

are connected,  but the main answer that we are getting from here why should we be

ethical the answer is so that we can build something called character

Why should we not engage in unethical? The answer is because it does something harm

it harms us, because it undo every little bit of element of goodness in us that is why we

should not try to engage in unethical things. 

(Refer Slide Time: 04:27)

So, let us follow this thought clearly now. As you can see that the main concept here is

that of virtue. So, let us first of all try to understand what that is. Now, if you look into

the Greek tradition the word Arithe which is Greek of virtue was available, but it was

used  in  manydifferent  context  to  particularly  to  imply  excellence  of  any  sort.  For

example, a runner if he is a good runner or if she is an excellent runner, then we the

language would say the person had virtue as a runner.

Now, in  virtue  ethics,  what  happened  is  that  it  got  adopted  as  an  excellent  trait  of

character. So, virtue in the context of virtue ethics means an excellent trait of character

not just any kind of a trait of character, but which are stable and reliable, so that you

come to be known as the kind of person. The virtues exhibit to the world what kind of



person you are.  So,  first  of  all  a  virtue  cannot  be  ascribed  to  a  person by a  single

observation, there have to be repeated instances before you can start calling somebody

having that kind of virtue.

For example, suppose you want to call somebody punctual. So, it is just not a matter of

single observation in one instance right, you sort of watch the persons habits and then

you say or the practices and then you can ascribe  to the person so and so is punctual.

Same goes for the traits of this kind. It is opposite is vice. So, if virtues are excellent

traits of character, vices are the bad or the very bad traits in the character. 

We will try to explain that. But first of all note that a virtue is a multi-track disposition in

terms of psychological states we are talking about certain tendencies or dispositions, but

it is a disposition that is not just an intellectual kind of a state. There is a reason involved

in it, there is also emotion involved it and together they sort of guide behaviour.

So, if you have a certain virtue, you are likely to act and react in a certain way to feel in a

certain way feeling is emotion to have certain kind of beliefs, to choose certain kind of

actions over the others in a certain sort of way. Note that vices are also like this. They

also engage us at various levels, cognitively, intellectually and as well as emotionally and

they control our choices and desires also. 

So,  here  is  an  example  being kind  if  it  is  a  virtue,  then  it  means  that  you react  to

situations in a certain sort of a way all right, and you and not only you react, but you start

feeling certain things if you are inherently kind and you have certain choices there, same

with honesty, integrity these are all examples of virtues. We will give more examples as

we go along, but we are trying to understand first of all what is this virtue all about. 
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This theory also says that virtue is not all or none sort of a situation, having a virtue and

not having a virtue these are not the only states available. So, it is not a binary situation

at all. Instead what we see is a degree arranged. So, where on the one hand you are going

to have possessing full virtue as one extreme, which is the perfect condition it is more

like an ideal,  but that is rare where the ordinary people huddle, group is towards the

midpoint. 

What is on the other extreme, the other extreme would be a complete lack of virtue or

being completely non virtuous that is the other one. So, between these two extremes,

most of us are in this category where we say that we are mostly kind or fairly honest or

generally  courageous and so on,  which is  not  exactly  saying that  we are completely

unkind which is not the same as saying we are completely dishonest that is where the

vice (Refer Time: 09:07).

So, two these are the if these are the two ends of the range,  most people are in the

middle.  Why people are in the middle, because there is always the desires which are

pulling them in the opposite direction.  You want to be honest, but there are so many

temptations and there are so many things that are playing with your desires and you try

to struggle, going towards the right direction, but your steps are often pulled back in the

other direction. Now, those who are perfectly virtuous, they can do what they should do



without any struggle with the desires. So, they have mustered that kind of a discipline

and have gained that control over their contrary desires.

The ordinary people on the other hand have to grapple with their desires and temptations

in order to achieve what they should be doing so this is what it is. Now, where does the

vice comes in vice comes in having no control whatsoever over the desires. So, you give

in to the impulses give into whatever your heart desires and that is a life of total out of

control and they would say that is a character flaw. 

(Refer Slide Time: 10:30)

Now, let us talk about character Aristotelian character is as I said if virtues are like that,

and if they make up the character if vices are like that and they make up the character

then Aristotelian character is something of this kind, a fixed stable and reliable state of

being which means that if you have a certain virtue, then you are then you are likely to

behave in a certain way consistently. If you have kindness, then it is likely that you from

you there will be more kind behaviour. If you are a cruel person on the other hand there

is likely that there will be more cruel behaviour on your part and so on. So, there is

consistency thing.

The second point is that this character that we are talking about is not something that is

given at birth. In fact, the very lesson that we learn here is that nobody is born good or

bad. They are born with all  sorts of tendencies. The character actually develops over

time, how, because people grow up being encouraged for certain kind of behaviour or



being asked not to do certain things. Who tells them in the beginning when we are very

young the moral education comes from parents from the teachers from the peer groups,

you  learn  by  looking  at  others  also  from  role  models  and  by  being  rewarded  or

appreciated for certain kind of behaviour this is how we start to learn which kind of

behaviours we should be doing. And slowly it becomes a repeated choice of a certain

sort, and if they get entrenched into ourselves.

.  So,  at  first  we do not  understand why we are  doing things  we are  just  doing this

behaviour  because  we are told.  So,  there is  not  much realization,  there  is  not  much

understanding, but just following the orders and getting habituated do this. And this is

how slowly the character traits start to be born. Now, note that virtue itself is not a habit,

but habits help to develop a virtue.

Same thing about vice the vices itself is not just a habit it much more than that, but habits

help to get the vice ingrained into us. Whenever we are talking about virtue, remember

there  is  a  choice  involved  because  you  are  you  are  doing  something  knowingly

sometimes knowingly, but where when you are very young maybe not knowingly, but as

you grow up, and morally you develop you there is a choice, there is a realization and

there is also wisdom.

(Refer Slide Time: 13:35)

Here is another interesting fact about what is a virtue. Aristotle has said that the virtue

lies in avoiding two extremes and finding the mean between this. So, you are trying to



act in a certain way, but that action has to be as a mean between two extremes. What are

the extremes? One is excess too much. The other one is too little completely insufficient

too much in what context being appropriate response to the situation at hand. Similarly,

when we say too little or insufficient, what we mean is that response is too little or too

inadequate for with regards to the situation at hand.

Here are some examples from Aristotle, say we are talking about courage as a virtue.

Now, what he means that it becomes a virtue only when it is the right amount with regard

to the situation. Now, too much of courage is a vice; it is not an extra virtue, it is a vice. 

Too much courage means that you are completely fearless, fearless to the extent that you

do not even understand what danger is, and given any slightest provocation you would

rush towards the situation to meet it that is rashness or foolhardiness, it does not achieve

much. On the other hand, that cowardice is the other extreme where there is no courage

and there is so much fear that it hampers on you are giving the appropriate response to

the situation, both extreme are vices, please note.

So, with regard to the dangerous situation both these types of people are going to suffer.

So, you need to find the right amount of response to be called a courage at the time of

danger. Similarly, it is for friendliness. Friendliness is the right amount of amicability

between people. You go to the excess, it becomes flattery which is not exactly being

friends and lack of that cordial relationship this is almost like a cantankerous character.

So, both are vices. Why, virtues on the other hand lies in the mean? 

Now, if you know about this, then what Aristotle is trying to say would found a lot of

resonance in the thoughts of Buddhism also, because Lord Buddha also spoke about

Madhyama pantha or  the  middle  path,  and which is  also  about  you know finding a

middle between extremes. 
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The other thing that we need to know is that you know if virtue is lies in the mean and

that we have to avoid the extremes. Then how do I do that, how do I know which is the

middle path, and how do I decide, and how do I avoid this vices being in extreme what is

the  right  appropriate  response how do I  know. And Aristotle  says  for  that  you need

something called practical wisdom not theoretical wisdom practical wisdom you know so

situational wisdom.

The term here is Phronesis, which encompasses three things. One first of all please note

that there is a very keen awareness about the situation at hand. So, practical wisdom is

not abstract its very situation specific you need to understand the situation. You need to

also understand how human beings work, how human being beings behave and how to

behave with human beings and that is a very valuable experience here and also when you

are looking at the situation which features of the given situation are more important than

the others. 

So, you are not treating the situation as same as others. Even in the same category similar

situations, you need to understand why in this case you may have to react in a slightly

different way. So, practical wisdom concerns of all of that. 
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Therefore what we have just learned is that practical wisdom first of all it is experience,

but it is also something else that you need to have understanding of the situation yes and

then what role are you playing in that situation. For example, if you are if you are a

doctor and you are facing a patient where you need to tell the patient about her condition

itself. And so you need to understand what how are you going to phrase the condition. If

it is a very serious condition, do you just alarm, do you set a panic button in the patient,

or  do you clock it  in  a  certain  way, but  you need to  tell  the truth,  there is  a  lot  of

professional obligations here. 

And you need to be true to that role that you are playing. And then you need to have a

certain kind of virtue that allows you to immediately grasp the situation how much what

kind of a patient you are dealing with for example, what who is the party on the other

side, how much the person can take etcetera all of this is part of that practical wisdom.

The query is also important here is that if you still  ask Aristotle or the Greek’s why

should we try to be a virtuous with an acquire practical wisdom and so on, and they will

tell you that because it leads to something called eudaimonia which does not translate to

you know being it is it is not about a pleasant life, but it is about a flourishing life, fully

flourished human life which is this a is a good life, a blissful life. And then that life they

would say where your emotions  are under control of your reasoning. So, it  is  a life



according to the virtues, and part of that deal is that you will gain control over your

impulses and emotions, so that you stay on the right track. 

(Refer Slide Time: 20:33)

What  could  be  the  problems with  this  theory  well  some I  have  mentioned  here  for

example,  people say that in case there is a conflict  between two virtues,  say you are

thinking about euthanasia a situation where euthanasia means helping the person to die

under very special circumstances, think about very painful condition of a patient. 

Now, your kindness tells that you need to help the terminal patient and the person’s life,

but justice tells to you that you are not supposed to or your oath to your profession if you

are a medical person, tells you that you are not supposed to.

So, so what should we do in other words when there is a conflict between the virtues or

two virtues, the theory is silent about giving any action guidance that could be one of the

shortcomings. Other people have said that virtue ethics is all about the person. You know

personal  character  and how to  be rich and excellence  within  the person,  it  does  not

concern, it  does not seem to be concerned about others, and all others and their well

being in the society, but that is what we expect from ethics. 

Now the Greek’s or the Aristotle might counter that by saying, but the virtuous person

would also be sensitive to their society and so on. So, the debate can continue on that,

but critics of this theory has said this.



And the third point that would like to mention is that we have seen that the development

of character seems to depend right from childhood to adulthood on a lot of factors that

are  not  exactly  in  your  control.  For  example,  you  need  to  have  the  right  kind  of

education,  the right kind of role models for example,  the right kind of examples and

encouragement. And if you are not lucky, then you will not have any of those. So, if you

have a good character then you have to have a good amount of luck, but luck is not in

our control. 

So, in that case, how do we praise the virtuous when it is not their credit that they are

virtuous? It is their luck which has played a major role in being who they are, and why

do we blame the we should vice full people when that is also not in their control. So,

these are some of the examples of limitations of this theory, but which I have always

shown you with respect to any theory that I have discussed.

(Refer Slide Time: 23:13)

Let us now talk about what does it mean for Ethical Corporation. So, first of all note that

it is possible though we have talked about the personal level and personal character, but

it is possible to talk about why virtues and vices and character even at the collective

level,  for  example  the  family  virtues  that  this  is  allowed.  So,  if  it  is  possible  for

collectives  to  have  all  those  traits  then  we  can  say  even  business  organization  or

corporations they can also have virtues, vices and characters. 



In fact, these are exhibited through the organizational practices second we have seen that

corporations just like individuals they aspire for certain goals which they value which

they desire as some kind of excellence. For example, if a corporation wants to be the best

in its category, now that is a virtue that there after and it is a continuous process pursuit

for that goal.

So, similarly, we can talk about corporate vices when through lack of self-control or lack

of good judgment corporations acquire questionable traits, those are the vices. So, the

one point here is that organizations like corporations need to be very vigilant about their

own practices, they have to be aware of what they are doing themselves, just like any

other human being.

(Refer Slide Time: 24:53)

These are some examples of corporate virtues and vices that I have tried to show you

here. And you can find, you can add to this list if you want to, but note that the corporate

vices are always in the extreme as you can see. And this is where you get to see, that

there is a balance, and there is a effort to stay in the mean. 
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And other thing is that we have spoken that the virtues having a virtue or not having a

virtuous not a binary state, but there is always room for betterment and improvement.

And a  research  has  pointed  out  that  you know virtuousness  in  organizations  can  be

understood with these three things in mind that first of all it has to link with what is good

and what is right. Second it is all about the human impact. And it is also about the social

betterment, social value that it creates.
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And  researchers  also  shown  that  you  know  there  is  positive  correlation  between

organizations or individuals in the organizations having virtues. And there is negative

sort of relationship between not having or a deficit in organizational virtues and negative

outcome for the organizations. So, these are also available in the in the research. 

(Refer Slide Time: 26:40)

This is what I wanted to present to you that the virtue ethics first of all is well-known and

respected theory. And I have discussed it and I now present to you some of the references

that you might find useful for further studies and so on.
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But overall my idea was to introduce you to this new kind of an ethics, it is key concepts

we have talked about virtue vice character and practical wisdom. And I have indicated

what could be some of the objections against the theory, but finally, I have tried to link

the learning from this theory to this idea of Ethical Corporation. So, this is where I will

end this session on virtue ethics.

Thank you very much.


