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Responsibility and Virtues 

I. Introduction:  

A. For many (maybe most) men, growth in the virtues occurs when they take on 

responsibility; they get married and, even more, they have children. These 

responsibilities force them to acquire and act on many of the virtues. For example, 

they are forced to forego many pleasures (temperance) and to do many difficult 

things (fortitude) in order to support a family. 

B. On the other extreme, if all you do is play all day, and you don’t have any serious 

responsibilities, you can easily lose the virtues. For example, sometimes when 

men retire (or are retired) they gradually lose the good work habits or virtues they 

had, and after a time it actually becomes hard for them to work a full 8 hour day. 

We tend to forget that we had to ramp up to that 8-10 hour day when we were 

young; those habits can be lost. 

II. Review some basic points about virtues 

A. Virtues aim at good actions that produce certain goods for life. 

1. Fortitude: you do what is difficult to achieve/protect what is good. 

2. Temperance: you curb your indulgence of urges in order to do what is 

better (especially longer-term). E.g., you continue working when you 

would like to go watch the game, because you need to get the project done 

in order to have the business go well and so support your family. Or you 

do not spend money on food or drink when you have an urge to do so, 

because you need it for your kids’ tuition. 

3. Prudence: you have to think about how to achieve the good; balance this 

good with all the other goods (health vs. education of your kids). 

B. Virtues are formed by repeated actions, but those actions are chosen actions 

1. An alcoholic who is on a desert island and does not drink for a year does 

not acquire the virtue of sobriety, because he has not chosen to abstain, but 

does so only because he it was forced on him by circumstances. Upon his 

return to civilization he would probably be in the same state as before. 

2. A man who puts staples in his stomach to lose weight does not necessarily 

develop temperance in regard to food  He is almost admitting that he is not 

capable of making the choices needed to curb his indulgence. 

III. To form virtues, you normally need some serious good that has to be achieve/protected. 

Play is not enough. 

A. By “play” we refer to all the activities we engage in where it doesn’t really matter 

whether you achieve your goal or not. For example, you miss the game winning 

shop at the buzzer. But in the end, life goes on just as it would have if you had 

made the shot. This is play. But if the surgeon makes a mistake with his scalpel 

and cuts your artery, life will not go on just the same. 

B. With just play it is hard to develop the virtues. 
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1. Because it does not really make a difference whether you succeed, there is 

little reason to endure great pain or forego great pleasure just for the sake 

of play. 

2. Also, if one just pursues play, one is usually just following an urge and so 

will never develop temperance. Addictions to games like video games are 

an instance of this. 

C. The pursuit and achievement of serious goods is the normal school of the virtues 

and character. 

1. When you are responsible for serious goods, you can’t just ignore them; 

you have to put out for them; you have to shape your life and your 

behavior around them. This requires virtuous actions. You have to do 

difficult things, you have to deny many urges, you have to control your 

anger, etc. 

2. Some of the serious goods to be achieved have to do with ourselves, such 

as our health (so you diet or exercise). Most goods are relative to others: 

family, clients, patients, students, etc. The best school of virtue is 

responsibility for other persons. 

a. Most obvious example is having children; once parents have a 

child, they need to respond to its real needs and this leads them to 

many virtuous actions. They also have to give good example (as 

they eventually learn) and that also fosters growth in virtue. 

b. This also happens in professional work: you are responsible in 

some way for the good of others (doctor responsible for others’ 

health; handling their investments which may be their retirement; 

repairing their furnace, especially in winter; building a ship to 

transport stuff etc.). Also, if you do not perform well, you get fired. 

IV. What opportunities do your kids have for responsibility? 

A. This is an important question. If all they have is play, it is hard to develop virtues; 

even they can see that it does not matter and so there is no reason to kill yourself 

for the goal: “Why face all this difficulty for a game?” or “Why deprive myself of 

these things just for a game?” 

B. When there are real goods involved, it is much easier to demand of them the acts 

of the virtues; easier for them to choose those acts themselves; and it is precisely 

this choosing of the acts that forms the virtues. 

C. It a way, it seems that it may have been simpler for kids to take on real 

responsibilities in older times. 

1. Most people worked on farms; children very early on started to work (e.g., 

milking the cows); they had serious responsibilities that made them get up 

early, be careful not to spill the milk, make a contribution to the common 

welfare. Later they had to get in the hay, plow the fields, harvest the crops, 

etc. 
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2. Family businesses also provide a lot of opportunities for real work and real 

responsibility.  

D. What do most families have nowadays? 

1. Chores, schoolwork, learning instruments. 

2. Jobs and in general earning money. Working for someone else who pays 

you is an excellent way to grow in the virtues. 

a. Delivering newspaper (get up early; rain or shine; hot or cold etc.). 

b. Caddying; mowing lawns; work on a farm; baby-sitting. 

V. Parents need to think of how their children can have real responsibilities so that they can 

develop their character. 

A. It’s good for them to have responsibilities that involve more than themselves, e.g., 

the whole family. Something like mowing the lawn.  

B. It is good to have set responsibilities (as opposed to one-time commands. For 

example it is different to give a boy the job of keeping the lawn mowed from 

simply telling him to mow the lawn today. In the first case, he has to decide when 

to do it in an ongoing way. This means that he has to make the choices that are 

needed to grow in virtue. And if he does not live up to the responsibility, it gives 

the parents an opportunity to talk to him about it. 


