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SPECIAL THEME

LIAO Shenbai

Introduction: Finding out the Right Way to Understand
Virtue Ethics

It is very apparent that a discussion on virtue ethics—perhaps even a hot debate,
the origin of which can be traced back to the late 1950s, has been going on
during the past two decades, and has marked the philosophical domain we call
ethics. Three authors’ views on this topic will be seriously examined in this
special theme.

Chen Lai treats the topic in the context of Confucianism. He carefully explores
Mencius’ theory of virtue, and sees two main contrasts between the ideas of
Mencius and those of Confucius, as well as three main features they both share.
The first of these shared features is the fact that both Confucius and Mencius take
humaneness (ren 1=) to be the very core of their theory of virtue, the second is
that they both insist on understanding humaneness in the sense of virtuous
conduct, and the third shared feature is that both their doctrines are based on the
theory that human nature being is fundamentally good. Regarding the two main
contrasts, Chen first argues—with no serious objections, I think—that Mencius
ranks rightness (yi X)) side by side with humaneness, replacing it for the virtuous
conduct of courtesy (/i #L) in Confucius’ discourses. Though this is familiar to
many, Chen at this point further analyzes rightness and courtesy: While both
have a common ring, in that historically they both refer to respecting elders
beyond the family, there is a slight but important difference. Courtesy means
respect to elders in general, while rightness means only respect to those of high
social rank. Second, by differentiating a virtue from moral conduct, though for
Chen a virtue embraces the relevant moral conducts, he claims that it is Mencius
who explores the inner seeds of humaneness and rightness, as well as courtesy
and intelligence (zhi %), in the mind (xirn ») of human beings. Mencius, he
argues, based his thinking on Confucius, went further with this crucial step,
tracing rightness to the embodied feeling of shame and repulsion that underlies
respect to the highly ranked, and meanwhile, tracing rightness to the feelings of
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reverence and respect. Based on this explanation, Chen comes to the conclusion
that the traditional topic of virtue has, in Mencius, been transformed gradually
from virtuous conduct to virtue.

Based on their insights into the historical context of the West, the other two
authors we will mention here treat this same topic in very complex, and
differentiating ways.

Michael Slote sees the discourse on virtue ethics in the West as one that has
taken this topic up in a “medieval period” between the flourishing of virtue ethics
in the ancient Western world and its forthcoming powerful revived position.
Meanwhile, he believes that virtue ethics is going to take over Western moral
philosophy. Slote bases this assertion mainly on two main observations. First, he
sees it as a fundamental fact that not only in the ancient West, but also in the
contemporary world, there are types of virtue ethics and a great variety of
virtue-ethical thinking and practice. He lists as examples of virtue ethics the
Aristotelian, the Nietzschean, and the Humean in the West, the doctrines of
Confucius and Mencius in China, the Buddhism which emerged in India, and
even the teachings of ancient Judaism as somewhat virtue-ethical thinking,
although in a somewhat legalistic form. Slote makes an effort to distinguish
Sentimentalism, as exemplified in Humean ethics and the doctrine of Mencius,
from the Rationalism exemplified in Aristotelian ethics. He favors the formal in
this paper on the grounds that we typically feel more empathy for those whom
we live with than for others, and that this helps us understand differential moral
judgments. This is a cogent argument, but may be controversial for those who
hold the belief that it is better not to make any differential moral judgments—a
belief many would hold to be the basis of democracy, and which is exactly the
perspective to which Slote, following his second observation, wishes to lead us.
Slote argues that, because it emphasizes our concern for others, sentimentalism
will not only give as much support to democracy as does Kantian ethics, the
emphasis of which is on individual autonomy, but will do so even more
successfully since it will, for instance, cause those who want justice toward
women more readily to speak out their judgments. Slote asserts that democracy
can even emerge from autocracy if a sentimentalist virtue ethics plays a greater
role in a society, and that sentimentalism may provide a more plausible account
of this transformation than would a patriarchal virtue ethics.

Gerard Walmsley takes the study of virtue ethics to be the way through which
we should attempt to regain our ability to identify real goods, as well as a way to
help us think about virtue as a habitual and practiced response-ability for the
good. These skills are, he argues, what we, particularly in the West, have lost in
the historical processes of modernity and globalization. On one hand, modernity
and globalization have shaped an attitude which favors change and includes an
underlying mentality which is driven by the desire and capacity to quantify and
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thus control reality. This mentality, and its accompanying attitude, has practically
changed the daily material dimensions of human life, has disrupted traditional
morality’s appreciation of real values, and has gradually marginalized morality
by demoralizing our daily lives. On the other hand, since it only trusts natural
sciences that measure and count things as the paradigm of all knowledge, this
modern mentality theoretically leads to the fragmentation and thus disarray of
ethical thinking. Because of this, he says, ethics has become tripartite—it has
turned into some sort of utilitarianism, or deontology, or more recently, analytical
ethics. Walmsley, referring to some other philosophers, goes on to argue that to
regain what we have lost we have to have a good basis for reorienting and
integrating contemporary morality and ethics. For him, the virtue ethics explored
by Aristotle, Aquinas and Lonergan may well form such a basis for the West:
Aristotle shows us how values are substantial and real, and how responsibility for
their flourishing is at the heart of morality; Aquinas’ idea seems to be more
plausible, since his ethics is both a virtue theory and a natural law theory with
divine commands, combining deontological and consequentialist aspects;
Lonergan, a contemporary philosopher, provides the most complete response to
the distortions produced by modernity and the rise of sciences, situating moral
consciousness as a state within a wider movement of self-transcendence.
Walmsley then takes a further step based on Lonergan. He argues that we should
practice self-appropriation, and thereby discover ourselves as moral agents, as a
way of doing meta-ethics, since this should be prior to ethical theorizing.

All three authors here agree that traditional Chinese thought contains important
virtue ethics. Chen thinks that the four minds-four virtues theory of Mencius
marks the formation of virtue ethics in classical Confucianism; Slote defends his
claim that Mencius’ virtue ethics is a paradigm of sentimentalism which differs
somewhat from that of Confucius’, and Walmsley hopes to see if reflections on
the mentality shaped by modernity and globalization will resonate with Chinese
traditional thought and motivate a similar diagnosis and corresponding retrieval
of the best in that tradition.
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