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Dissertation Abstract
The Virtues of Intimate Relationships

Having good relationships with our intimates such as family members and friends is an important
part of human flourishing. My dissertation aims to shed light on the importance and distinctive nature
of intimate relationships by developing my own version of a virtue-ethical approach to this topic. For
this purpose, I analyze ideal intimate relationships in terms of what I call “relational virtues,” which
are virtues required for the participants of such relationships. The paradigmatic examples of relational
virtue include filial piety (a good child’s virtue) and the virtue of friendship (a good friend’s virtue).

Many philosophers have attempted to capture the ethical value and normative significance of intimate
relationships (at least ‘healthy” ones) in terms of duty. I argue that the theories based on duty fail to
capture appropriate inner attitudes that are partly constitutive of filial piety such as love and gratitude
toward our parents. I then argue that the idea of a duty to love fails to capture the value and normative
significance of our love for our loving parents (or ‘filial” love) and show how a virtue-ethical approach
can make better sense of it.

To improve on existing theories, I introduce the relational virtue approach to filial piety. First, a
relational virtue involves a special attitude toward particular individuals, which is distinguished from
love for humanity in general. Second, a relational virtue is reciprocal because its content may vary
with the degree to which the other member is relationally virtuous. For example, the content of filial
piety may vary with the virtuousness of the parents. Third, a relational virtue is dependent in the
sense that its internal goal of engaging in a good intimate relationship cannot be achieved unless the
other member is relationally virtuous as well. I proceed to show how my relational virtue view can
explain some important features of filial piety suggested by Confucianism: filial piety in early
childhood, the close relationship between self-cultivation and filial piety, and filial piety after parents’
decease. I then show how a relational approach to filial piety is distinguished from the traditional
Confucian role-based approach.

Finally, I argue that the virtue of friendship understood as a relational virtue can make sense of the
nature and value of ideal friendship. I focus on how my view of friendship differs from and improves
the Aristotelian view. In particular, I argue that friendship as a relational virtue is distinguished from
general virtues like benevolence or generosity. I also show how my relational view can help us better
understand friendship by avoiding the sharp dichotomy between egoism and altruism.

There are two important differences between friendships and parent-child relationships: the former
are more voluntarily chosen and non-hierarchical. Thus, by developing my account of relational virtue
with respect to both examples, I show that the idea of relational virtue does not essentially involve
either the presence or absence of choice or the presence or absence of hierarchy.
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