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KANT'S MORAL PHILOSOPHY: DEONTOLOGY OR VIRTUE ETHICS?

The well-known and contemporary reading of Kantian ethics identifies it as a deontological viewpoint which puts emphasis
on the concept of duty and those actions done for the sake of Moral Law. Accordingly, the moral actions are only those done for
the sake of Moral Law. The possible reason can be traced in Kant's emphasis on "Categorical Imperative” and the concept of
"respect to Moral Law". However, this well-known reading of Kantian ethics is not complete. This paper tries to show that
although the concept of duty plays an important role in Kantian ethics, the character and the habits of the actor have an
important role to play as well. If so, it is possible to hold that Kantian ethics should be considered as a rational-virtue ethics

rather than a mere deontological viewpoint.
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Introduction

Virtue ethics is generally restricted to the philosophical
systems presented by Greek philosophers. For example,
Aristotle (384-322 BC), in his Nicomachean Ethics, pre-
sents a system in ethics which has been based on virtues.
Virtues are characters which an agent should have if (s)he
wants to gain happiness (eudemonia). If so, obtaining no
virtues means that the agent will not experience a moral life
as well as happiness.

However, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), the great Ger-
man philosopher, in his ethical account, e.g. in his Critique
of Practical Reason, criticizes Aristotelian understanding of
happiness, etc. [Kant, 1889, pp.210-215]. He presents,
then, another ethical system which is based on the pure
practical reason and the concept of "duty" and "Moral Law".
This can be a reason which identifies Kantian Ethics as a
rational-deontological system.

However, is the well-known understanding of virtue and
virtue-based ethical systems complete? Shall we really
restrict virtue ethics to those systems which follow Aristotle
and his Nicomachenan ethics? |s criticizing the Greek-
ethical accounts, presented by Kant, an enough reason to
consider him and his moral philosophy a non-virtue ethics?
In this paper, | try to show that the well-known reading of
Kantian ethics is not complete. It seems that Kantian sys-
tem is based both on virtues and duties. Indeed, the virtue
ethics can be traced both in Aristotelian and Kantian ethics.

In the interest of finding the issues, the paper has been
charted as follows. In the first part, the Aristotelian view-
point of virtue ethics will be summarized. Then, we pay so
careful attention to the statements of Kant's ethical system,
particularly his Second Critique, show that the agent's
character plays an important role for considering an action
as a moral one. This helps us to present another aspect of
Kant's moral system, i.e. virtue ethics. Finally, it will be
concluded that Kantian ethics is a rational-virtue ethics
rather than a mere deontological ethics.

Aristotle and Virtue Ethics

Having a look on well-known accounts of ethics, it is
undeniable that virtue ethics is of a great significance dur-
ing centuries. Some philosophers hold that the roots of all
accounts of virtue ethics can be traced in ancient Greek
philosophy. Accordingly, these roots of the accounts of
virtue ethics can be summarized in three main concepts:
aréte (excellence or virtue), phronesis (practical or moral
wisdom) and eudaimonia (usually known as happiness or
flourishing). [Hursthouse, 2013]

Based on the roots of this ethical account, virtue refers
to the disposition which is well internalized in its possessor.
So, the concept of a virtue is the concept of something that
makes its possessor good. A virtuous person is a morally
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good, excellent or admirable person who acts and feels
well, rightly, as she should.

Accordingly, Aristotle, who presents his viewpoint of vir-
tue ethics in Nicomachean Ethics, holds that "we [as
agents] have the capacity to understand ourselves and our
natural good. And we have the capacity to make our nonra-
tional desires (corresponding to the appetites and emotions
of the lower two parts of Plato's tripartite soul) conform with
and support our reasoned understanding of our good. The
human good therefore consists first of all in the perfection
of these three capacities, through the development of the
virtues appropriate to each: the virtues of the theoretical in-
tellect (summed up in wisdom, sophia); those of the practical
intellect (practical wisdom— phronesis—and its constituents);
and the moral virtues or virtues of character (the virtues that
organize the nonreasoning desires). Those who possess all
the human virtues and direct their lives through them, pro-
vided they are not seriously interfered with by bad health or
lack of necessary external goods, lead naturally flourishing
and happy lives[ eudaimonia]" . [Cooper, 2003, p.16]

If so, the agent, who wants to lead happiness, should
be virtuous. How is it possible, then, to be virtuous? Does it
have any particular process? Is it easy to be virtuous? In
the interest of finding the answers, let us return to Nico-
machean ethics.

In the first instance, Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics
tries to describe the meaning of virtue which is more practi-
cal. As he states "[v] irtue, then, is a state involving rational
choice, consisting in a mean relative to us and determined
by reason — the reason, that is, by reference to which the
practically wise person would determine it. It is a mean
between two vices, one of excess, the other of deficiency.
It is a mean also in that some vices fall short of what is
right in feelings and actions, and others exceed it, while
virtue both attains and chooses the mean. So, in respect of
its essence and the definition of its substance,

virtue is a mean, while with regard to what is best and
good it is an extreme." [1107a; Aristotle, Book Il, Chap.6]

In the second, he presents the process of being virtu-
ous. Based on the meaning of the virtues which "[ e]Jnough
has been said (...) that it is a mean between two vices, one
of excess and one of deficiency; and that it is such be-
cause it is the sort of thing able to hit the mean in feelings
and actions" (1109a; Book Il, Chap.9), it is obligatory for
the agent to avoid vices, i.e. excess and deficiency. This
process which needs time to be internalized helps the
agent to be a virtuous and a good man.

Finally, he emphasizes that being virtuous is a difficult task
needs mental and physical practice. As he insists "it is hard to
be good, because in each case it is hard to find the middle
point; for instance, not everyone can find the centre of a circle,
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but only the person with knowledge. So too anyone can get
angry, or give and spend money — these are easy; but doing
them in relation to the right person, in the right amount, at the
right time, with the right aim in view, and in the right way — that
is not something anyone can do, nor is it easy. This is why
excellence in these things is rare, praise- worthy and noble. "
[1109a; Aristotle, Book I, Chap.9]

Kant and His Ethical System

As it has mentioned earlier, the well-known reading of
Kantian ethics identifies it as a deontological account. De-
ontological viewpoint, named by moral philosophers, refers
to the viewpoint in which an action will be morally evalu-
ated without taking into account any consequences of it.
For example, telling lie will be considered as an immoral
action even in situations in which it saves the agent's life.

The well-known reading identifies Kantian system as a
deontological one as "the supreme principle of morality is a
standard of rationality that [Kant] dubbed the "Categorical
Imperative" (Cl)" and " the CI [is] (...) an objective,
rationally necessary and unconditional principle that we
must always follow despite any natural desires or inclina-
tions we may have to the contrary". [Johnson & Cureton,
2017] The main reason of this judgment is the idea that the
goodness of an action in Kantian ethics is not based on the
goodness of the outcome. It only depends on following CI
which is a rational and unconditional principle.

Is this well-known reading of Kantian ethics complete1?
Is merely following the Cl enough for doing a moral action?
Did Kant really neglect the character of the agent who
wants to do a moral action? What follows tries to investi-
gate for the possible answers.

According to Kant's viewpoint, there is a sharp distinc-
tion between kinds of following CI%. He applied the words
legality and morality to mention the difference. As he insists
"[i]f the determination of the will takes place in conformity
indeed to the moral law , but only by means of a feeling, no
matter of what kind, which has to be presupposed in order
that the law may be sufficient to determine the will, and
therefore not for the sake of the law then the action will
possess legality but not morality." [Kant, 1889, p.164]

Kant, once again in Second Critique, emphasizes the
mentioned difference when he explains the concept of
duty. As he mentions "[tlhe notion of duty, therefore, re-
quires in the action, objectively, agreement with the law,
and, subjectively in its maxim, that respect for the law shall
be the sole mode in which the will is determined thereby.
And on this rests the distinction between the conscious-
ness of having acted according to duty and from duty, that
is, from respect for the law. The former (legality) is possible
even if inclinations have been the determining principles of
the will; but the latter (morality), moral worth, can be placed
only in this, that the action is done from duty, that is, simply
for the sake of the law." [Kant, 1889, p.174]

Accordingly, not the action, done by following the CI,
can be considered as a moral one. Those actions which
only have been done for the sake of the Moral law can be
identified as moral actions.

Doing the actions for the sake of Moral Law is the last
point which the well-known reading of Kantian ethics men-
tions. However, another step still exists for leading to mo-
rality. If "moral worth can be placed only in (...) the action
is done from duty, that is, simply for the sake of the law"
[Kant, 1889, p.174], it can be concluded that the character
of the agent plays an important role for considering an ac-
tion as a moral action while the moral worth is related to
the character of the agent. It can be considered as a rea-
son why Kant puts emphasis on the process of being moral
in the last parts of his Second Critique.

21

Kant presents two processes in which the agent leads
to morality. "At first", as Kant memorably states, "we are
only concerned to make the judging of actions by moral
laws a natural employment accompanying all our own free
actions, as well as the observation of those of others, and
to make it, as it were, a habit, and to sharpen this judg-
ment, asking first whether the action conforms objectively
to the moral late, and to what law ; and we distinguish the
law that merely furnishes a principle of obligation from that
which is really obligatory (leges obligandi a legibus obligan-
tibus) ; as for instance the law of what men s wants require
from me, as contrasted with that which their rights demand,
the latter of which prescribes essential, the former only
non-essential duties ; and thus we teach how to distinguish
different kinds of duties which meet in the same action. The
other point to which attention must be directed is the ques-
tion whether the action was also (subjectively) done for the
sake of the moral law, so that it not only is morally correct
as a deed, but also by the maxim from which it is done has
moral worth as a disposition. Now there is no doubt that
this practice, and the resulting culture of our reason in judg-
ing merely of the practical, must gradually produce a cer-
tain into rest even in the law of reason, and consequently in
morally good actions." [Kant, 1889, p. 25.] Then, "the
second exercise comes in, the living exhibition of morality
of character by examples, in which attention is directed to
purity of will, first only as a negative perfection, in so far as
in an action done from duty no motives of inclination have
any influence in determining." [Kant, 1889, p.259]21]

Finally, Kant insists that doing the process is a difficult
task. Similar to the statement appeared in Nicomachean
Ethics®, Kant holds that "[bly this [process] the pupil's
attention is fixed upon the consciousness of his freedom,
and although this renunciation at first excites a feeling of
pain, nevertheless, by its withdrawing the pupil from the
constraint of even real wants, there is proclaimed to him at
the same time a deliverance from the manifold
dissatisfaction in which all these wants entangle him, and
the mind is made capable of receiving the sensation of
satisfaction from other sources." [Kant, 1889, p.259]

Conclusion

In this paper, it has been investigated if the well-known
reading of Kantian ethics, which identifies it as a deonto-
logical viewpoint, is complete. It has been discussed that
the reading does not consider all parts of the Kantian moral
system. By comparing the ideas mentioned in virtue ethics,
particularly in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, with Kantian
ethics, it is not impossible to hold that Kantian ethics is a
kind of virtue ethics. Although Kantian process of being
moral is different from what has been presented by Aris-

' There are debates between philosophers who thinks that Kantian
ethics should be understood correctly or those who believes that
virtue simply means "moral strength of will" [Jost and Vuerth,
2011, p. 69]. For example, "perhaps the first philosopher to sug-
gest a teleological reading of Kant", as R. Johnson and Cureton
state," was John Stuart Mill. In the first chapter of his Utilitarianism,
Mill implies that the Universal Law formulation of the Categorical
Imperative could only sensibly be interpreted as a test of the con-
sequences of universal adoption of a maxim." [Johnson & Cureton,
2017] However, what is meant in this paper by applying the word
complete is related to the concept of "following CI" as well as "re-
specting to the moral law" in Kant's philosophy while it seems
closer to the doctrine of virtue ethics.

2l applied here is equivalent to Moral Law in Kant's statement.

® Aristotle believes that "we should drag ourselves in the opposite
direction, because we shall arrive at the mean by holding far off from
where we would miss the mark, just as people do when straightening
warped pieces of wood." [1109b; Aristotle, Bookll, Chap.9]
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Mip Moxammadi Catied Moxammad XocceliH
MOPAIJIbHA ®ITOCO®IA KAHTA: AEOHTONOIA YA ETUKA YECHOT?

Bidome i cyyacHe npo4yumaHHsi KaHmoeoi emuku eu3Hayae (io2o ik OeOHMO/I02i4YHY MOYKy 30py, sika po6umb akyeHm Ha MoHsIMmi 0608 ‘A3Ky
i mux disix, siki 30ilicHrorOMbCSs1 3apadu MopasibHO20 3aKoHy. BionoeidHo, MopanbHi dii — ye nuwe mi Oil, siki 30ilicHrOrOMBbCS1 3apadu MOpPasIbHO20
3akoHy. Moxnuey npu4uHy moxHa npocniokyeamu e akyeHmi KaHma Ha "Kamezopu4yHomy imnepamusi” ma Ha noHsimmi "noeaza 0o MopasnibHO20
npaea”. lMpome ye sidome npoyumaHHss KaHmoeoi emuku He € nNoeHUM. Y AaHili cmammi 3po6neHa cnpoba nokazamu, wo, xoya U MOHAMMSs
o6oe'sizky eidiepae eaxnuey ponb y Kanmoeili emuuyi, ponb i 3eu4ku dieeyss makox eidizparompb eaxnuey posb. SIKWO ye mak, mo MOXHa
cmeepdxyeamu, wo Kaumoey emuky cnid po3ansidamu ckopiwe sik emuKy pauyioHanbHOi YeCHoOmu, a He AeOHMOJI02i4HYy MOYKY 30pY.

Knroyoei cnoea: deoHmonoezisi, emuka 4ecHom, kame2opu4Hul iMmnepamue, MopasnbHull 3aKOH, xapakmep dieaysi.

Mup Moxammadu Catied Moxammad XocceliH
MOPAJIbHAA ®UINOCOdPUA KAHTA: OEOHTONOIMNA N 3TUKA 0OBPOOETENN?

MN3eecmHoe u coepemeHHOe NMpoYymeHuUe KaHmMoeckol amuku onpedesnsiem e20 KaKk GeOHMOI02U4eCKY0 MOYKY 3PeHuUsl, Komopasi deslaem ak-
ueHm Ha noHsimuu donea u mex delicmeusix, KOmopble coeeplwaromcesi padu HpaecmeeHHO20 3aKkoHa. CoomeemcmeeHHO, MopaJsibHble delicmeus
— 3mo monekKo me deiicmeusi, KOMopbie coeepwarmcsi padu MopasibHO20 3akoHa. Bo3MoxHas npu4yuHa Moxem 6bimb NPOCIIEXeHa 8 akyeHme
Kanma Ha "Kamezopuyeckom umnepamuee” u Ha noHsmuu "yeaxeHue K HpascmeeHHoMy npasy”. OOHaKo 3Mo u38ecmHoe MPoYMmeHuUe KaHmos-
CKOUl 3MuKu He siensiemcs nosHbIM. B amoli cmambe denaemcs nonbimka nokasams, 4mo, xoms roHsimue Aosi2a uzpaem BaxHyH POJib 8 KaH-
moeckoli amuke, posib U MPUSbIYKU aKmopa Mmakxe uzparom eaxHyro posb. Ecniu amo mak, MoxHO ymeepxdamb, 4mo KaHMOoBCKY 3mukKy crnedy-
em paccmMampueamb CKOpee KaK 3muKy payuoHanbHol do6podemernu, a He Kak GeOHMOJI02UYECKYHI0 MOYKY 3PEHUSI.

Knroyeenle criosa: deoHmonoezusi, amuka do6podemernu, kKameaopu4eckull umMnepamus, HpaecmeeHHbIl 3aKOH, Xapakmep akmopa.
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