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Ø Last class, we became familiar with Aristotelian virtue ethics. 

»  Virtue ethics encourages us to develop excellent ���
moral character (i.e., to become good, virtuous people). 

•  It characterizes right actions as what virtuous people do, 
and virtuous people as those who use their reason to do 
everything in the best way possible to suit the circumstances. 

•  The right action depends on the situation – but in general, ���
it will be near the intermediate (or golden mean) ���
between two extreme ways of behaving. 

•  summary video: bit.ly/2mTn6w4 

Key features of this normative ethical theory: 
 

•  It gives us very rough guidelines on how to be good people, but leaves the fine 
details of what to do when up to our discretion, on the basis of our reasoning. 

•  It recommends that we become morally virtuous as part of a larger human 
project to maximize our human potential (i.e., achieve eudaimonia). 
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Julia Annas (1946 – present) will examine virtue ethics ���
and defend it against the charge that it is excessively egoistic. 
 

•  ethical egoism = “the theory that holds that my own good ���
is the ethical standard for what it is right for me to do, ���
the dispositions I should have, and so on. 

–  According to egoism, “what ethically justifies what I do, ���
and the way I am, is my own good, where that is distinct from, ���
and potentially in conflict with, the good of others.” (1) 

•  “The theory comes in several versions, depending on ���
the many different possible interpretations of what my own good is.  
–  My own good might be held to consist in my having the ���

maximum pleasure, or [my own good] might be ���
…satisfying my desires, or achieving what is in my own interests.” (1) 

•  Say you want to split a dessert with a friend who’s an egoist. 

•  They could hog the dessert and ���
justify their behavior by stating that ���
they were really hungry, ���
or that they really like tiramisu, ���
or that it’s in their interest to load up on calories.  
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Novelist Ayn Rand is a prime example ���
of a proponent of ethical egoism.  
 

»  Egoism fits into her theory of objectivism, ���
which conceives “man as a heroic being, with his own happiness ���
as the moral purpose of his life, with productive achievement ���
as his noble activity, and reason as his only absolute” ���
(Rand, Atlas Shrugged) 

•  video: bit.ly/2miuEY1 

–  Objectivism (& hence ethical egoism) is attractive ���
to many people because it is highly individualistic, ���
advocating full reliance on our own selves. 

•  However, objectivism takes individualism ���
to an extreme by denigrating any effort ���
to help others as a shameful waste of time/energy. 

»  It criticizes social welfare programs and ���
philanthropy for encouraging mediocrity ���
by helping people who can’t help themselves. 

»  It sees struggling humans as failures undeserving of assistance. 
(video: bit.ly/1sitOrR) 0:00-1:17, 2:55-end) 

•    
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Annas explains why virtue ethics appears to be egoistic: 
 

•  “Virtue ethics encourages us to “care about being generous, courageous, & fair. 
–  This looks as though we care about other people, ���

since what we care about is having a disposition to help others, ���
respect their rights, and intervene when they are threatened.  

•  But is it correct for concern for others to come in by way of my own 
dispositions? Is caring about virtue focusing too much on myself?” 

In short, virtue ethics looks potentially egoistic because Aristotle says ���
being virtuous benefits us personally, since it promotes our flourishing. 
 

»  According to Aristotle, “The reason it is worthwhile for me ���
to cultivate the virtues is that they will make up or constitute ���
my living my life as a whole in a way which it is valuable to live.  
•  …the virtues will contribute to the overall final end I have ���

in living my life as a whole…[i.e.,] eudaimonia. 
 

•  So, according to virtue ethics, “the virtues are valuable 
because they contribute to my final end—���
but this is my final end, not yours,  

Ø & so it looks as though it is my good, or [my] interests…
which is justifying my acquisition of the virtues…” 5	  



 

Annas is explaining that  

•  virtue ethics seems problematic ���
if you understand it as saying that ���
the reason we should be virtuous ���
is because it is good for us personally ���
(and not just because being virtuous is good in itself, ���
regardless of how it makes us feel). 

–  Presumably, an ethical theory should counteract ���
our natural selfish tendencies – not reinforce them. 

–  An ethical theory that encourages us do good things for selfish reasons ���
misses the point that doing the right thing may require us to be selfless ���
or altruistic – helping others without any expectation of personal gain. 

»  For example, think about someone who does hours of ���
volunteer work not because they care about helping people, ���

    but instead because it will look good on their  
    college applications/Instagram/Tinder profile. 

 

•  It’s fine that they’re doing the volunteer work, ���
but it would be much better for them to do it ���
for non-selfish reasons. 
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As a proponent of virtue ethics, ���
Annas must defend the theory against the charge of egoism. 
 

•  She will show how those who think virtue ethics is egoistic are posing a strawman 
argument against it, because they misunderstand what the theory actually says. 

She starts by clarifying what virtues really are:  
•  dispositions or character traits which are “not just…desirable to have”, ���

but also “admirable…[because they] embody a commitment to some value, ���
      in a way which may benefit the agent, ���
      but equally may benefit others. 

•  Take courage, for example: ���
“The courageous person stands up for what is worthwhile 
against temptations to give in or compromise.  

•  This is a useful trait for the person to have ���
in that it enables her to achieve her own goals 
without being sidetracked in various ways.  

•  But obviously this trait is also useful for others, ���
in that it enables her to stand up for what is 
worthwhile when the interests of others are at stake.” 
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•  Moreover, a virtue “works through the agent's practical reasoning, ���
built up from decisions…which reflect the agent's deliberations.” 

Ø  Annas’ point here is that someone cannot be ���
just accidentally or unthinkingly virtuous, ���
because a virtuous action is necessarily intentional. 

•  E.g., someone who stood up for a cause ���
but didn’t really mean to because ���
they didn’t know enough about the cause ���
is not really courageous. 

“The virtues, then…do not just happen to have the effect of achieving ���
what is valuable for others as well [for] as the agent;  
•  they are dispositions to…[deliberately] choose actions ���

that give others their fair share, treat others in considerate ways, ���
stand up for the rights of others, and so on.  

–  These dispositions may also, of course, sometimes achieve what is valuable ���
for the agent also, but that is not their point” 

»  According to Annas, possessing virtues is beneficial to us, ���
but this is just a side effect of their true purpose of promoting 
good in general (not just for ourselves). 

8	  



Annas addresses an objection that 
•  if someone’s reason for acting virtuously is that ���

“being virtuous benefits them and is in his interests, ���
he cannot have the right ethical motivation.  

–  If I stand up for someone else's rights, ���
act generously to a stranger, and so on, then I may have acted virtuously,  
•  but if my reason for so doing is that doing the virtuous thing leads to ���

my flourishing, then it is my own good which is my reason for acting ���
in the relevant way. Is this not egoistic?” 

“The obvious answer to this,” Annas says, is that ���
“if my motivation is egoistic then I am not acting virtuously.  
»  I could, of course, do an action….that a virtuous person would 

do…but do it only because I have an eye on my own flourishing.  
»  But then I would not be virtuous, ���

because a virtue is not a disposition that can be exercised ���
in the absence of the right kind of motivation.  
•  If I have my eye [only] on my own flourishing, ���

then I am not acting from courage, or generosity, or whatever.” 

So, the objection is right that our own interests are the wrong ethical motivation, ���
but wrong that virtue ethics poses our own interest as our reason for being virtuous. 9	  



When we have the proper notion of “virtue” in mind,  

•  the fact that “the virtues are valuable because they contribute to ���
my final end” does not mean that virtue ethics encourages us to be selfish. 

–  Annas explains that being virtuous is good for us in the sense of ���
making our lives worthwhile – but not necessarily good in the sense of ���
enjoying pleasure, fame, or any material advantages over other people. 

 

 “How does fairness, for example, contribute to my final end?  
 

»  The fair person will give others what is their due, ���
sometimes to his own disadvantage.  

»  In what sense is this contributing to his good, interests, [etc.]?  
•  …the exercise of the virtues need not benefit me” materially, ���

or in a way that deprives others of benefit. 

•  …virtuous action may often lead to loss of ���
various kinds on the agent's part, ���
and so is not egoistic.” 

•  Annas is indicating that the benefit we get ���
from being virtuous is much more abstract ���
than the sorts of personal benefits egoists seek. 
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“What, however, of the virtuous person's thoughts about flourishing?  
•  …If bravery does benefit the agent and lead to his flourishing, then thoughts about 

flourishing have to play some role in the agent's becoming virtuous.”  

Ø  This objection states that virtue ethics is egoistic because it encourages us ���
to think about how our flourishing results from ethical action. 

–  She dispels this objection by showing that ���
thinking about how one’s actions affect one’s character ���
is an essential part of doing the right thing: 

 

»  “Let us try to imagine someone who is brave, ���
but has no thoughts about what it is to flourish… 

»  We find a tension. ���
If he really has no thoughts about [how virtue contributes to] ���
his life as a whole, then what we called bravery looks more like ���
a localized routine habit, and so [is] not a virtue at all.” 

•  Annas is suggesting that thinking about how one’s actions ���
affect one’s character in the long run is a good thing ���
because it encourages us to do the right thing consistently. 

•  Being cognizant of how our actions build character ���
is valuable to others even if it is a self-directed concern. 
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–  She continues: “…imagine someone who is brave, ���
but…who thinks that you flourish only by having a good time.  

»  If he really thinks that you flourish only by having ���
a good time, then again what we called bravery looks shaky;  

»  if [his bravery] is the disposition to stand firm ���
against danger only in the service of having a good time, ���
then again we do not actually have a virtue.” 

Someone who is not really concerned about ���
their moral character but only cares about their short-term pleasure ���
would in fact be egoistic – but that is not what virtue ethics recommends. 
 

»  Virtue ethics advocates ���
that we cultivate moral virtues ���
because it is part of becoming ���
the best human beings we can become. 

»  This is not an entirely selfish project, ���
because the best human beings ���
are people who do good things for others. 

Ø Hence, thinking about how our actions relate to our own flourishing ���
does not make us egoists who act only in order to product personal gain. 12	  



Summary of Annas’ argument: 
 

1.  An ethical theory is egoistic if the standard it sets for which actions ���
are right or wrong is whether or not it promotes the agent’s own good. 

2.  Virtue ethics does not say that the right way to act ���
is to do whatever is best for yourself.  

»  Instead, it says that the right way to act is the best way for a 
human being to be (because acting that way upholds important 
values that benefit ourselves as well as others), 

»  and the right way to act also contributes to eudaimonia 
(flourishing) as a convenient side effect. 

3.  Virtue ethics does not say that our motivation for acting virtuously ���
comes from our personal interest in flourishing. 

»  Someone who does a good act out of personal interest ���
has not acted virtuously, because they have not acted ���
from a character trait that disposes them to do good. 

4. Virtue ethics does not say that we should pursue our own flourishing 
instead of pursuing goods for other people. 

»  Instead, pursuing our own flourishing leads us to build a good 
moral character which in turn us to do good for others. 13	  



Summary of Annas’ argument: 
 
 

1.   An ethical theory is egoistic if the standard it sets for which actions ���
are right or wrong is whether or not it promotes the agent’s own good. 

2.   Virtue ethics does not say that the right way to act ���
is to do whatever is best for yourself  

3.   Virtue ethics does not say that our motivation for acting virtuously ���
comes from our personal interest in flourishing. 

4.  Virtue ethics does not say that we should pursue our own flourishing ���
instead of pursuing goods for other people. 

5.  Virtue ethics benefits us by making our lives worthwhile ���
(not by giving us wealth, power, repute, or any other personal goods). 

6.  Therefore, virtue ethics is not egoistic. 
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Annas believes that her clarifications make clear that���
“…egoism is in no way involved [in virtue ethics].  
 
 

•  …by the time we have seen even sketchily ���
how a eudaimonistic virtue ethics actually works, ���
that the point that I am aiming at my flourishing ���
does not make the theory egoistic in any sense.  

–  If I am aiming at flourishing by living virtuously, ���
I am aiming at being a just, generous (etc.) person. 

•  We can see that the issue of whether or not ���
virtue ethics is egoistic cannot even be properly discussed ���
until we clarify the way in which being virtuous relates to our final end, 
eudaimonia or flourishing.  
–  Getting this clear removes the misunderstandings which have led to ���

thinking of virtue ethics, at least in its classical version, as egoistic.  

•  We are brought back to our original thoughts:  
–  when I care about being generous, courageous, and fair, ���

I am caring, quite straightforwardly, about other people.” 
•  So, Annas believes that caring about virtue ���

does not mean focusing too much on ourselves. 
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