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MARIA MERRITT 

VIRTUE ETHICS AND SITUATIONIST 
PERSONALITY PSYCHOLOGY 

ABSTRACT. In this paper I examine and reply to a deflationary challenge brought against 
virtue ethics. The challenge comes from critics who are impressed by recent psychological 
evidence suggesting that much of what we take to be virtuous conduct is in fact elicited by 

narrowly specific social settings, as opposed to being the manifestation of robust individual 

character. In answer to the challenge, I suggest a conception of virtue that openly acknowl 

edges the likelihood of its deep, ongoing dependence upon particular social relationships 
and settings. I argue that holding this conception will indeed cause problems for some 

important strands of thought in virtue ethics, most notably in the tradition of Aristotle's 

Nicomachean Ethics. But an approach to virtue ethics modeled on David Hume's treatment 

of virtue and character in A Treatise of Human Nature promises to escape these problems. 

KEY WORDS: Aristotle, character, fundamental attribution error, Hume, Nicomachean 

Ethics, situationism, social cognitive theory, virtue ethics, virtues 

ABBREVIATIONS : MSC - Motivational Self-Sufficiency of Character. A conception of 
character advances a strong ideal of MSC to the degree that it calls for the possession of 

the motivational structure of virtue to be, in maturity and under normal circumstances, 

independent of factors outside oneself, such as particular social relationships and settings. 

1. The Problem 

A deflationary view of personal traits is now widely accepted in the field 
of social psychology. Following standard practice, I call this deflationary 
view situationism. Situationism challenges the belief that the behavioral 
consistencies we encounter in others and ourselves are accurately explained 
by the attribution of robust personal traits, such as friendliness, aggres 
siveness, generosity, and honesty. 

To conceive of a personal disposition as a robust trait is to expect that it 
will reliably give rise to the relevant kind of behavior, across the full range 
of situations in which the behavior would be appropriate, including situa 
tions that exert contrary pressures.1 For example, to attribute to someone 

!In adopting this characterization of robustness I follow Doris (1998). 

^* 
Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 3: 365-383, 2000. 
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a robust trait of generosity is to expect him to give freely of his attention 
and resources, when doing so is an action reasonably available to him 
and will do someone else significant good in proportion to what it costs 
him. 

The expectation is that relatively arbitrary factors, such as whether the 

'generous' person is in a good mood, whether he is in a hurry, or whether 

anyone else is around, will have minimal impact on his appropriate per 
formance of generous actions. But in the results of experimental studies, 
generous behavior is most consistently correlated with precisely such ethi 

cally arbitrary situational factors.2 The general thesis of situationism is that 
in reality, personal dispositions are highly situation-specific, with the con 

sequence that we are in error to interpret behavioral consistencies in terms 
of robust traits. The preponderance of evidence drawn from systematic 
experimental observation, situationists say, supports the conclusion that 
individual behavior varies with situational variation in ways that familiar 

concepts of robust traits fail dismally to register.3 
Moral philosophers have recently taken an interest in situationism be 

cause it seems to present a challenge to virtue ethics.4 Virtue ethics em 

ploys ideals of ethically admirable personal dispositions, the virtues, in 
the principled articulation of normative standards concerning the conduct 
of life.5 The experimental findings cited in support of situationism con 
front us with empirical claims that seem to undermine our beliefs about 
the role of personal dispositions in governing individual conduct, thereby 
undermining too our beliefs about the psychological nature of the virtues. 

Let's assume for the sake of argument that situationist descriptive psy 
chology is correct. Now what implications does it have for philosophical 

2For instance, see Darley and Batson (1973), and Isen and Levin (1972). 
3The best available interpretative survey of the psychological evidence supporting 

situationism is Ross and Nisbett (1991). 
4The work of philosophy that first opened the question of situationism's impact on 

philosophical virtue ethics is Flanagan (1991). 
5A note on terminology. Roger Crisp, following Julia Driver, has suggested a useful 

distinction between the terms 'virtue ethics' and 'virtue theory': "Virtue theory is the area 

of enquiry concerned with the virtues in general; virtue ethics is narrower and prescrip 
tive, and consists primarily in the advocacy of the virtues." See Crisp (1996, p. 5) and 

Driver (1996, p. 111). Someone could, for instance, theorize about the psychological nature 

of the virtues and so advance positive claims in virtue theory, but at the same time reject 
the normative principle that having the virtues holds great ethical importance, and so be 

opposed to virtue ethics. Many authors seem to use the terms 'virtue ethics' and 'virtue 

theory' more or less interchangeably to mean what Driver and Crisp mean by 'virtue eth 
ics'. I find that the Driver/Crisp distinction adds clarity to discussion of the virtues, and 

my own usage will be in accordance with it. 
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virtue ethics? That depends. We must have in hand a clear account of the 
distinctive philosophical commitments of 'virtue ethics' before we can 
assess situationism's impact on it. But in fact there is no single, uncontro 
versial conception of what virtue ethics is and what resources it purports 
to offer us. On the contrary, there are multiple conceptions of virtue eth 

ics, each with its own sense of how ideals of virtue should contribute to 
ethical reflection and practice. 

Recently, John Doris (1998) and Gilbert Harman (1999) have both of 
fered situationist critiques of virtue ethics. Since Doris goes farther in 

spelling out his presuppositions about the nature and aims of virtue ethics, 
I will focus on his critique as representative. For purposes of his argument, 

Doris takes on board a widely shared understanding of virtue ethics as 

competing directly, in the same line of business, with dominant ethical 
theories such as consequentialism and Kantianism. He concludes that the 

main impact of situationism on virtue ethics is to wipe out whatever com 

petitive advantage it might have had in this contest. 
After giving a brief exposition of Doris's argument, I'll argue that the 

understanding of virtue ethics he presupposes does not capture its most 

powerful or distinctive resources. When we consider what is, in my view, 
a more accurate understanding of the point of virtue ethics, we reach a 
different conclusion about how it is affected by situationist psychology. 

2. The Situationist Critique of Virtue Ethics 

Doris takes himself to be addressing recent Aristotelean approaches to 

ethics, with special attention to moral psychology and its relation to norma 
tive theory. He argues that as a matter of descriptive accuracy, Aristotelean 

moral psychology is 'deeply problematic' (p. 511). On the basis of com 

pelling psychological evidence, he claims, we have good reason to think 
that few if any persons display the integrated structure of robust personal 
ity traits that would conform to the Aristotelean ideal of virtuous charac 
ter. In Doris's dialectic, the defender of Aristotelean normative theory is 

imagined to concede this point, which amounts to giving up on any ex 

pectation that the Aristotelean ideal can ever be widely realized in fact. As 
Doris sees it, this concession knocks out of the running the traditional rec 
ommendation that we should, simply, have the virtues. 

Now many sympathizers with virtue ethics will want to say, "So what? 
The experimental evidence shows only that most people aren't genuinely 
virtuous. (And haven't we always known this anyway, without needing 
experimental psychology to reveal it?) That doesn't mean there's a prob 
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lern with the normative ideal of virtue ethics. It just means that being genu 
inely virtuous is a rare and difficult achievement." These people have a 

point. More needs to be said about exactly why the concession about 

descriptive moral psychology is supposed to cause problems for the Ar 
istotelean's traditional normative recommendation. Whatever is problem 
atic, it cannot be merely the difficulty of meeting a demanding ideal.6 I 
come back to this issue below, in section 5. 

In Doris's argument the Aristotelean is now encouraged to fall back 
on an 'empirically modest' position according to which we should ex 

pect only very few, exceptional individuals to satisfy the Aristotelean 
ideal of virtuous character. For the rest of us the practice of virtue ethics 
involves reflecting on such virtuous exemplars so that we, in our mod 
est way, may become a little better through trying to emulate them. On a 

given occasion we can reflect on the exemplar either with the intention 
of choosing the action we think she would choose in similar circum 
stances, or with the intention of choosing the action we think she would 
advise us to choose.7 

But if that's the way to use ideals of virtue in ethical reflection, Doris ar 

gues, then virtue ethics is no better off than consequentialism or Kantianism, 
when it comes to problems that may arise if deliberation frequently takes 
a theoretically mediated form.8 The trouble is that any highly theoreti 

cally mediated form of deliberation threatens to cut off the agent from the 
most natural types of motivation for action, so that oftentimes her actions 
are motivated indirectly by some abstract calculation, not directly by emo 
tions and attitudes sensitive to the ethically important features of the world 
around her. Adopting the method of reflection on virtuous exemplars may 
have similar consequences. It is not that the proponent of empirically 

modest virtue ethics is left with nothing to say about this problem. Rather, 
it is that she has nothing to say that is any more convincing than analo 

gous things the Kantian and the consequentialist could say too, when simi 
lar objections are put to them. 

To summarize: the overall structure of Doris's argument is meant to show 
that the proponent of virtue ethics must choose between two stances, each 
of which leaves virtue ethics in a position of no particular superiority over 

'competitors' like consequentialism and Kantianism. On the one hand, there 

6Doris agrees with me that demandingness as such is not the problem. 
7These two can come apart, because there may be cases in which we with our all-too 

human weaknesses should not do exactly what the exemplar, unblemished by such weak 

nesses, would do. 

8See Stocker (1976), Williams (1973). 
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is a form of virtue ethics that principally recommends having the virtues. 
It is this form of virtue ethics that in Doris's view has held stronger appeal 
in the recent revival of philosophical interest in the virtues, partly because 
it promises a way to avoid excessive theoretical mediation. But he thinks 
it is undercut by its commitment to an empirically problematic moral psy 
chology: the recommended state of 'having the virtues' is one that in fact 

very few of us can ever hope to achieve or even closely to approximate. 
On the other hand, there is the empirically modest form of virtue ethics, 
which principally recommends reflection on the virtuous exemplar. But 
this form of virtue ethics, involving as it does a regular practice of theo 

retically mediated reflection, is vulnerable to problems of alienation just 
as much as Kantianism and consequentialism are. 

But are the options for virtue ethics really limited to these two alterna 
tives? There is, I will argue, a third alternative: a form of virtue ethics 
that principally recommends having the virtues, but is also empirically 

unproblematic. 
I reach this result by going in a different direction from Doris with re 

spect to two distinct but related points. First, I have a different understand 

ing of the most powerful contribution virtue ethics can potentially make 
to ethical reflection and practice. As a consequence I have a different ac 
count of the main practical test that a modern, psychologically well-in 
formed virtue ethics should be able to meet. Second, I have more to say 
about the strains and tensions that arise, when the traditional normative 

prescription to have the virtues confronts situationist descriptive psychol 
ogy. It will turn out that the problem is not so much with that prescription, 
as with a particular normative ideal of virtue that often goes along with it. 

As I explain below in section 5, a Humean approach to virtue ethics can 

escape the problem by using a different normative ideal of virtue. 

3. What Is Virtue Ethics For? 

Virtue ethics is sometimes regarded as a theoretical program concerned 

primarily with the problem of how to structure choice and deliberation, so 
as to engage reliably in morally upright behavior. According to the typical 

model of virtue ethics on this view, when an agent wonders what the mor 

ally right action is on a given occasion, instead of asking the familiar 

consequentialist questions about what would produce the best outcome 

overall, or the familiar Kantian questions about what the categorical im 

perative requires or permits, she should ask what the virtuous person would 
do or would advise her to do. 
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I agree that in hard cases, we can sometimes use a virtue-centered de 
liberative method to think about what the right action is, perhaps using 
the idea of an exemplary figure as an imaginative aid. But what I doubt is 
that this exhausts, or even begins to capture, the distinctive resources of 
virtue ethics. In our richest traditions of philosophical thought about vir 
tue and character, deliberation about the right action, through theory-guided 
reflection on the virtuous exemplar, is not the primary use assigned to ide 
als of virtue. This is so twice over. 

First, in our richest traditions, it is not for the purpose o/framing delib 
eration about the right action that ideals of virtue are primarily supposed 
to be used. The primary problem in these traditions is the problem of how 
one should live.9 This encompasses and sometimes explicitly addresses 

problems of how to act on particular occasions of choice, but it involves 
much more besides. When virtue ethics does deal with problems of how 
to act, it has arrived at them from the starting point of the problem of how 
one should live, and returns from them to that point. 

As I understand virtue ethics, the form of its principal normative claim 
is this: the life that offers the surest chance of being, from the point of view 
of the person who lives it, a very good life, is the life of having the virtues. 
In my view, then, virtue ethics is most accurately regarded as an alterna 
tive to the dominant modern ethical theories in the sense that it shifts the 
terms of discussion to a different type of practical problem, as opposed to 

merely offering a different way to deal with the same type of practical 
problem. If we think of virtue ethics as taking the form of a theory, how 
one should live is what it can most powerfully be a theory about. This is 
the context of reflection in which I think virtue ethics still has the most to 
offer us today. And this is the arena in which its capacity to accommodate 
situationist descriptive psychology is most importantly tested. 

9In Western philosophy, our present-day interest in using ideals of virtue for purposes 
of ethical reflection traces its ancestry to questions first pursued by Socrates, Plato, and 

Aristotle. For them and most of their interlocutors, there was a single unifying focus of 
concern around which it was considered obvious that all ethical reflection must revolve. 
This is evident in the assumption that unites the otherwise widely divergent ethical views 
of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans and the Stoics: that the fundamental practi 
cal aim for human beings is to achieve eudaimonia ? that is, loosely and incompletely 
translated into English, to live well or to live an enviable life; to live the life that is ra 

tionally to be preferred all things considered. See Annas (1998). The ancient concept of 
eudaimonia is not much at home in modern ethical discourse, mainly because it involves 
the strongly universalist notion of the good for human beings as such. But even if we 

relax this notion, it can still make sense to us to ask what kind of life we might reason 

ably desire to live. 
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Second, the primary way in which ideals of virtue are supposed to help 
us think about how to live is not by being employed in theory-guided re 
flection on the virtuous exemplar. Rather, they are supposed to help focus 
our thoughts on being reliably responsive ourselves to the various substan 
tive goods and evils that are important to pay attention to, in light of the 

problem of how one should live. 

My objection against the notion that reflection on the virtuous exem 

plar could be the primary use for the virtue-related concepts is that it has 
to be, in principle, only a secondary use. The ideal life is supposed to be 
the life of having the virtues, not the life of thinking about other people 

who have the virtues.10 Reflective appeal to the figure of a virtuous exem 

plar is helpful, when it is, because it leads us to focus on relevant specific 
ethical considerations that we think we ought to be concerned with, which 
is why we must imagine the exemplar as being concerned with them un 
der similar circumstances. We don't imagine that the exemplar in turn is 

using the method of reflection on an exemplar. 
Let's now assume that the primary and most interesting problem ad 

dressed by virtue ethics is the problem of how one should live. Then a 

necessary (though not sufficient) condition for the viability of a particu 
lar theory in virtue ethics is that, if a person adopts it, it tends to enhance 

his or her ability to live the life that the theory itself characterizes as a 

good life. At the very least, it should certainly not hinder the person's 
ability to do so. When it comes to the question of how well a particular 
theory in virtue ethics can accommodate situationist personality psychol 
ogy, then, here is what we have to ask. Can a practically interested, fairly 
reflective person do all the following at once: (1) undertake to follow in 

practice the theory's recommendation to have the virtues, where that 
includes taking to heart its normative ideal of the recommended quali 
ties; (2) accept a descriptive moral psychology that seems, in light of the 

evidence, to be closest to the truth; and (3) succeed in living as one should 
live by the lights of the theory? So far as situationist psychology causes 

difficulty for any particular version of virtue ethics, it will be through 
presenting obstacles to meeting this test. In the next section, I explain 
how such obstacles might arise. 

10I owe this point to Williams (1998): ". . .the thoughts of the virtuous person do not 
consist entirely, or even mainly, of thoughts about virtues or paradigms of virtuous peo 

ple." They consist of thoughts about what would be good or right given the various spe 
cific considerations. 
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4. Situationist Psychology and the Recommendation to Have the 
Virtues 

A defender of virtue ethics might reasonably respond to the situationist 

critique as follows. Agreed: situationist psychology does show that cer 
tain kinds of seemingly irrelevant situational factors may derail a person's 
usual expressions of ethical concern, resulting in behavior inconsistent with 
the possession of a given virtue. But that's less likely to happen if we are 
aware of such situational factors and their usual influence on behavior. So 

we must recognize that the possession of virtue requires an understanding 
of these kinds of factors, an awareness of our susceptibility to them, and 
the development of capacities to correct for their influence.11 Moreover, 
precisely because reliability under contrary situational pressures is ? and 
is believed to be?so important in the case of the virtues, the possession of 
a given virtue involves an intentional resolve to act well reliably, especially 
under difficult circumstances, with respect to the ethical considerations 
tracked by that virtue. And you can try to improve your performance in 
this regard. Just as you might make a concerted effort to develop greater 
robustness in some ethically neutral personality trait such as self-confi 

dence, you might also try to develop greater robustness in a trait conceived 
of as a virtue, such as kindness. 

But, it can be objected, the suggested line of response just pushes the 

problem back another step without solving it. Perhaps the very cognitive 
and motivational capacities needed to adjust our ethical sensibilities and 
reactions to these recently discovered situational factors are, in their own 

operation, subject to unanticipated situational factors. Considerable situa 

tion-dependent variation, of a kind unwelcome from the viewpoint of an 
interest in reliably virtuous behavior, may be unavoidable because it oc 
curs outside the reach of intentional self-direction.12 

This is a powerful objection, but it does not rule out the suggested line of 

response as a viable avenue to explore. We can't determine a priori whether 
or not it will work. In order to test it we need further research and experi 
ence. Nonetheless, if the only thing situationist psychology revealed were a 
new understanding of how people's usual ethical responses can sometimes 
be overridden or overwhelmed by certain situational factors, it would be 

pretty straightforward in principle to adjust our ideals of virtue accordingly. 

HMy suggestion about this line of response is based on ideas currently being devel 

oped by Neera Badhwar (1996). 
12Doris (1998) makes a similar point. 
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But the potentially unsettling impact of situationist psychology does not 

stop there. We must also reckon with the situationist's claim about the 
behavioral consistency we do encounter most of the time, under normal 
circumstances. Our everyday expectations of behavioral consistency, even 
if they are based on erroneous attributions of robust personal traits, often 
turn out to be successful in practice. The larger goal of situationist psy 
chology is to reconcile the results of systematic observation with this ex 

perience. The claim is that ordinary behavioral consistency, which looks 
to us for all the world as though it is produced by robust traits, has quite 
other sources, whose effects on individual behavior mimic the expected 

manifestation of robust traits. 
The basic principle of this situationist 'error theory' is that for the typi 

cal case in which we are inclined to explain behavioral consistency by 
attributing a robust personal trait to someone, a better explanation is avail 
able. The better explanation works by identifying a certain kind of situational 
factor on the one hand, and on the other hand a highly situation-specific 
disposition on the part of the person, such that when she encounters 
situational factors of that kind, she will tend to act consistently with re 

spect to the relevant situation-specific disposition. Such interactions be 
tween situational factors and highly situation-specific personal dispositions, 
according to the situationist, account for the better part of all the behavioral 
consistencies we ever witness. We normally witness episodes of behavior 
in a quite restricted range of circumstances, in which common situational 

regularities recur over and over again. According to the error theory, then, 
it is not any robust personal trait that accounts for the consistencies we 

usually observe, but rather the repetition of certain situational regularities, 
in combination with relevant situation-specific dispositions of the persons 

whom we normally encounter in those situations.13 
This opens the door to a new understanding of how our dispositions to 

make ethically good choices hold up (when they do) under many circum 
stances, not just how they appear to break down under some circumstances. 
In my view the most significant challenge to virtue ethics from the quar 
ter of situationism arises from such alternative explanations of ordinary 
behavioral consistency. This is because they implicate not only consist 

ency in behavior from one occasion to the next, but the very possession 
over time of dispositions to make ethically good choices. 

Here's how. First, some of the situation-specific dispositions that seem 
to do the most explanatory work in accounting for behavioral consistency 

13See Bandura (1986), Cantor and Kihlstrom (1987), Mischel and Shoda (1995). 
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are directed most immediately toward the particular social relationships 
and settings that hold importance in a person's life. Second, these sorts of 

dispositions are remarkably subject to alteration and modification, depend 
ing on the social expectations that are most palpably in force for a person 
over a given period of time. For instance, a particular relationship or set 

ting may decline in importance in a person's life, to the point where the 

situation-specific dispositions supported by his participation in it cease to 
be active or even cease to exist. Or in the opposite case, increased impor 
tance of a particular relationship or setting in a person's life could bring 
into being, or strengthen, related situation-specific dispositions. I call this 
the sustaining social contribution to character. 

What threatens to cause difficulty for philosophical virtue ethics is 
reflective acknowledgment of the sustaining social contribution. The 
alternative model of personality portrays dispositions to make ethically ad 

mirable choices as being, for each person, elements in a highly individual 
ized profile of situation-specific personal dispositions, which are potentially 
alterable with changes in important social relationships and settings. To 
be sure, this model does not rule out the possibility that some ethically 
admirable dispositions in some individuals are in fact firmly resistant to 
alteration. It can still make sense to speak of some people as rock-solid 

with respect to, say, physical courage or fidelity to trust, or any other spe 
cific virtue, when compelling evidence is everywhere at hand in the way 
they have led their lives. But the challenging conclusion to be drawn from 
the alternative model is that dispositions to make ethically admirable 
choices are for the most part socially sustained in most people 

? even in 
most of us who understand ourselves as caring seriously and consistently 
about ethical considerations. Once we admit into reflective self-awareness 
a conception of such dispositions as socially sustained, we must reckon 

with the understanding of our own ethical character as dependent, in an 

ongoing way and in maturity (not just during early development), upon 
our involvements in social life. 

It then makes a difference whether avoiding such dependence is some 

thing we care deeply about. Some normative ideals of virtue encourage 
more serious concern about this than others. Philosophical conceptions of 
virtue vary with respect to the strength of what I call their ideals of moti 
vational self sufficiency of character (MSC for short). The strength of such 
an ideal is a matter of the degree to which it calls for the possession of the 

motivational structure of virtue to be, in maturity and under normal cir 

cumstances, independent of factors outside oneself, such as particular 
social relationships and settings. Acknowledging a sustaining social con 
tribution to ethical character has damaging consequences for, at most, 
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conceptions of virtue that include a very strong ideal of MSC. What sit 
uationist psychology makes problematic is not as such the recommenda 
tion to have the virtues, but the normative ideal of the virtues as qualities 
that must be possessed in a strongly self-sufficient form. 

5. The Advantage of Humean Virtue Ethics over Aristotelean 
Virtue Ethics 

Now we are in a position to see more clearly just how situationist psychol 
ogy presents a problem for virtue ethics in the Aristotelean tradition. Re 
call the practical test I proposed earlier: a satisfactory theory in virtue ethics 
should enable the practically interested, reflective agent to do all the fol 

lowing at once: (1) undertake to follow in practice the theory's recommen 
dation to have the virtues, where that includes taking to heart its normative 
ideal of virtue; (2) accept a descriptive moral psychology that seems, in 

light of the evidence, to be closest to the truth; and (3) succeed in living as 
one should live by the lights of the theory. 

The ethical philosophy of Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics advances a 
very strong ideal of MSC. Aristotle requires that genuine virtues be firmly 
secured in one's own individual constitution, in such a way that one's re 

liability in making good practical choices depends as little as possible on 

contingent external factors.14 So anyone who wants to follow Aristotle's 
recommendation to have the virtues should take to heart the requirement 
that the acts of the truly virtuous person must "proceed from a firm and 

14For instance, as Aristotle remarks at 1100b in the Nichomachean Ethics, 

[Durability], then, will belong to the happy man [who is also the virtuous man], 
and he will be happy throughout his life; for always, or by preference to everything 
else, he will do and contemplate what is excellent, and he will bear the chances of 
life most nobly and altogether decorously.... 

One qualification: Aristotle's understanding of friendship involves something like the 

sustaining social contribution. Each friend is supposed to draw on the additional resources 
of the other's virtuous character, in making practical choices whose cumulative effect is 
to improve and stabilize his own virtuous character. But Artistotle's account of friend 

ship presupposes that both parties possess a sufficiently virtuous character independently 
of the friendship and prior to it. The value of friendship here seems to lie in the opportu 
nity it provides for incremental improvement in virtue, assuming that in each friend the 

preferred normative attitudes are already independently secured. It does not appear to lie 
in some more penetrating, constitutive contribution it might make to the continued pos 
session of those attitudes. 
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unchangeable character" (1105a). Now let's assume for the sake of argu 
ment that situationist personality psychology is closest to the truth. Then, 
I want to argue, if you accept this as a descriptive moral psychology while 
at the same time taking to heart the Aristotelean normative ideal of virtue, 
you will encounter serious psychological strains in your attempt to live 
the life of the Aristotelean virtuous person. 

Let me emphasize that as I see this problem, it is not simply that is hard 
to live up to an extremely demanding standard. As we noted above, to point 
out that an ethical ideal is extremely demanding is not by itself a very 
powerful objection to the ideal. The problem is rather that once you ac 

cept a situationist descriptive psychology, this generates an internal ten 
sion within the effort to adopt Aristotelean virtue ethics in practice. When 
an awareness of the likely role of the sustaining social contribution is added 
to a very strong ideal of MSC, the effect is to remove even the mature agent, 
at least in imaginative self-understanding, to a starting-point quite a long 

way back from the goal. Even if you appear to yourself and others to be a 

good virtuous agent, it becomes an open question whether your disposition 
to make virtuous choices is "firm and unchangeable," as the Aristotelean 
ideal of character requires. The aspiration to realize a strong ideal of MSC 

would then tend to make you extremely vigilant against the possible de 

pendence of your good character upon contingent social factors. But such 

vigilance would tend to be counterproductive for purposes of otherwise 

living the life of the Aristotelean ideal: the life of directing practical atten 
tion primarily toward the real goods and evils to which the virtuous per 
son should be sensitive. 

What has fallen by the wayside is the Aristotelean certainty that a good 
upbringing, together with an accumulation of practical experience, is suf 
ficient to secure virtuous dispositions as firm and unchangeable under 
normal circumstances. Suppose you are well-brought-up, in that you have 

developed such things as the capacity for empathetic feeling, the ability 
to take a reasonably detached view of your own wants when they con 
flict with other people's legitimate claims, the capacity to form deep 
affective attachments, and the ability to control your impulses. So far, 
so good. But situationist personality psychology requires us to recog 
nize that this good upbringing does not suffice to endow you, forever 
after, with the full motivational structure you will need, in order to dis 

play the specific virtues in every situation that calls for them: e.g., com 

passion, kindness, generosity; fairness, justice, fidelity to trust; loyalty, 
open-heartedness, consideration, or other excellences of friendship and 

love; confident self-possession with respect to aggressive feelings, physi 
cal and social fears, and sexual desires. 
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To acknowledge the likely role of the sustaining social contribution is 
to acknowledge the following: to the extent that your dispositions of choice 
are indeed responsive to the various goods ideally served by such virtues 
as those catalogued above, it is likely that they are so in great part through 
your continued engagement with a number of social relationships and set 

tings. Now, if you were anxious to realize a very strong ideal of MSC, it 
looks as though there are in principle some things you could try to do about 
it. You could try to figure out how the specific social relationships and 

settings that are important to you might be what support you in respond 
ing appropriately to various ethical considerations. You could then try 
somehow to substitute your own self-sufficient resources for those sup 
portive contributions. But because the sustaining social contribution in 

volves, cumulatively, the most important aspects of your life as a social 

being, it would be at best counterproductive and at worst hardly sane to 
seek motivational independence from all, or even most, of its many par 
ticular instances. 

Someone might object here that a project of extricating one's virtuous 

dispositions from dependence on particular social relationships and set 

tings can indeed be reasonably pursued. It is true that up to a point, it could 
make sense to undertake this. But the point up to which it could make sense 
falls far short of the breadth and depth to which the sustaining social con 
tribution is likely to penetrate a person's character. The notion of building 
up one's own 'inner' ethical resources as a substitute for social support 
presupposes a meaningful distinction between the inner and the outer. But 
in most instances, even if the resources supporting an ethically important 

disposition are 'inner' with respect to one social setting in a person's life, 
those same resources are likely to be 'outer' with respect to a different social 

setting. Let's imagine that you can succeed in making, say, your devotion 
to justice independent of contingent situational factors in your working 
relationships. How do you do it? The most effective paths to this sort of 
outcome usually lead through the support offered by other relationships: 

with a domestic partner; with friends; with parents, children, or other rela 

tives; with co-religionists or fellow members of other voluntary associa 
tions. 

It is hard to see how the objects of virtuous choice could be better served 

by an effort to become independent of all or most 'outer' ethical resources 
in all or most spheres of your life. Your attention to the ethically important 
considerations would be constantly shadowed by questions as to whether 
or not your being concerned about them in the appropriate way somehow 

required ongoing support from any external sources. This would amount 
to a counterproductive diversion of attention from the various goods and 
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evils in the world to which the virtuous person is supposed to be sensi 
tive.15 

An undertaking more sensible than the attempt to make your character 
as independent as possible of all particular social settings or relationships, 

would be the exercise of care in your choice of them, and so far as possi 
ble in how you allow yourself to be affected by them.16 That is at least 
doable to some extent, and worth trying to do, because some particular 
social influences may be discernibly more effective and reliable than oth 
ers at supporting your ethically admirable dispositions. 

By contrast with Aristotelean virtue ethics, it is possible to recommend 

having and acting from the virtues, but at the same time to invoke a nor 
mative conception of them that remains uncommitted to any strong ideal 
of MSC. This is close to David Hume's position in the Treatise of Human 

Nature, as I read him. What is important for Hume's purposes is that one's 

possession of the virtues, which he characterizes as socially or personally 
beneficial qualities of mind, should be relatively stable over time some 
how or other, not that it should be stable through taking a special, self 

sufficiently sustained psychological form. A Humean approach leaves us 

plenty of room to say that if an otherwise admirable structure of moti 
vation were stable in a person only because it was in large part socially 
sustained, it would be no less a genuine virtue for that. In this case the 

aspiration to have the virtues is not put under strain by reflective acknowl 

edgment of the sustaining social contribution to character. 
How is it that Aristotelean virtue ethics values MSC?motivational self 

sufficiency of character ? so highly, and Humean virtue ethics does not? 
We can account for this difference between the two in terms of their fun 

damentally different perspectives on the value of the virtues. 
In the Aristotelean perspective, having the virtues is the way to be fully 

capable of getting it right, throughout one's life, about what is truly worth 
while among objects of choice. The value of the virtues is in their secur 

ing this enduring capability for their possessor. An essential constituent of 

15On a plausible reading of Aristotle himself, this problem would never have come up 
for his intended listeners, because it is assumed that their good upbringing and life expe 
riences have already supplied them with something close to virtuous character in a very 

motivationally self-sufficient form, and they know it. An important difference between 
us and Aristotle's intended listeners is that we now have to accommodate a descriptive 

psychology that, applied to ourselves, places us a long way from the enduringly stable 
character they were supposed to be able to take for granted in their own case. 

16Or in the case of what must be unchosen, such as standing in the relationship of child 
to a particular parent, you can still make some choices about how much and what kind of 

importance to give the relationship. 
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each specific virtue is a conviction about the comparative worth of the 

type of good the virtue is concerned with. This is not just any sort of strongly 
felt conviction, but a conviction understood by the possessor of virtue to 
be true or correct and held for the right reasons, reasons that she is able to 
understand and affirm for herself. Moreover they are reasons such that to 
succeed in grasping them is to be unsusceptible to forgetting them or los 

ing sight of them, except under conditions of global psychological debili 

tation, or perhaps other kinds of extreme misfortune that strike at the 

deepest roots of psychological well-being. So far as a person's stability in 

holding the relevant convictions is subject to more ordinarily contingent 
factors of social life, she falls short of the level of rational self-possession 
required for genuine virtue in the Aristotelean perspective. 

The Humean perspective is centered on the recognition of elementary 
human problems and goods, with respect to which personal reliability in 
various kinds of conduct produces welcome effects: hence the value of the 
virtues.17 From this point of view, seeking to live well involves compara 
tively modest aspirations: at minimum, to belong to a society where con 
ventions of cooperation allow us to live more peacefully and prosperously 
than we could in their absence; beyond this, to cultivate the fruits of ad 
vanced social organization and the enjoyments of private life. An acquaint 
ance with history, and with conditions prevailing in much of the world even 

today, reminds us that these aspirations are not so modest in the practical 
sense of being easy to fulfill. But they are anyway ethically modest in that 

they do not require a sage-like perfection of personal character. They are 
also philosophically modest. The Humean conception of how to live car 
ries no commitment to defend a positive account of what ends are of genu 
ine worth in life, and what priorities we should establish for ourselves 

among these ends. It focuses on avoiding human disaster and securing the 
basic goods of cooperative society. 

Accordingly, what the Humean normative ideal of the virtuous person 
presents us with is the figure of someone with whom it would be reason 
able to want to live in every kind of cooperative social relation18? as op 

17Despite its sensitivity to the welcome effects of choices made by possessors of the 

virtues, Humean virtue ethics is not a form of consequentialism: it involves no attempt to 

reduce all human goods and problems to the terms of a uniform ethical calculus, and no 

belief in the ultimate commensurability of values. On this point see Sayre-McCord (1996). 
18"And 'tis a most certain rule, that if there be no relation of life, in which I cou'd not 

wish to stand to a particular person, his character must so far be allow'd to be perfect. If 
he be as little wanting to himself as to others, his character is entirely perfect. This is the 
ultimate test of merit and virtue" (Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, p. 606). 
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posed to the Aristotelean figure of someone who has mastered a set of cor 

rect, rationally well-founded attitudes governing practical choice. With that 
ideal of the virtuous person in view, it makes sense to think of Humean nor 

mative judgment as primarily sensitive simply to the stability over time of 

ethically important qualities of mind, however it may come about. 
This leaves it an open question whether, in our normative conception 

of the virtues, we have reason to prefer stability established by a high de 

gree of MSC over stability supported more contingently by climates of 
social expectation. The only kind of reason we could have for preferring 
the former would seem to be instrumental: it might be thought a more effec 
tive mode of stability, for the purposes in light of which we value stability 
of character. But if we have empirical grounds to believe it is exceedingly 
rare, there is no reason in principle why the other sort of stability won't do 

just as well ?provided it can, in practice, be sufficiently effective in serv 

ing the ends that the virtues are ideally supposed to serve. This is why the 
Humean conception of virtuous character can accommodate reflective 
awareness of the sustaining social contribution more readily than the 

Aristotelean conception. 
Humean virtue ethics as I have sketched it does invite some critical 

questions. What, after all, do we think it takes for virtuous qualities to be 

possessed with a degree of stability 'sufficient for serving the ends they are 

ideally supposed to serve'? Suppose we set to one side special philosophi 
cal reasons, like Aristotle's, for requiring a high degree of MSC in the 

ideally virtuous person. We are still left with some important intuitions 
about character and the virtues. Isn't it essential to our normative concep 
tion of the virtues that they are resistant to contrary social pressures? Isn't 
it paradigmatic of possessing the virtues that one stands firm in the midst 
of a contrary climate of social expectation? The nerve struck here is the 

problem of exactly what we should take ourselves to be aspiring to, when 
we care about living a life in which we give due regard to ethical consid 

erations, such as those ideally served by courage and justice. If we decline 
to be committed to a strong ideal of MSC, are we abandoning something 
crucial to the idea of an ethically admirable life? 

It could be argued that we need the virtues most, precisely when so 
cial support fails us. They are called for, and sometimes displayed, un 
der circumstances where most or all the sources of the sustaining social 
contribution have completely broken down. Think of people who endure 

years of hostile captivity as prisoners of war or prisoners of conscience, 
never breaking with their earlier standards of conduct. Someone might 
reasonably think: that's what it is to be genuinely virtuous. The reasona 
bleness of this characterization of genuine virtue represents a watershed 
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point for Humean virtue ethics. The Humean might take either of two 

positions. 
One position would be to agree that instances like these set the stand 

ard of stability for genuine virtue. So we should withdraw the general prin 
ciple I suggested for Humean virtue ethics, that it doesn't matter how 

stability in the possession of virtuous qualities comes about. The reason 
for withdrawing the principle would be a conviction that, as it turns out, 
qualities supported too exclusively by the sustaining social contribution 

will not have the desired degree of stability, for the purposes in light of 
which we value stability of character. 

The other position would be to point to the statistical rarity of individu 
als who, absent social support, remain capable ofthat impressive degree 
of stability, while allowing that despite its rarity and difficulty it stands 
for something desirable in the possession of virtue. But what it stands for 

is, simply, the importance of stability, however that may be secured. It 
would still be counterproductive, for the same kinds of reasons I gave above 
in discussing the practice of Aristotelean virtue ethics, to aspire to a sta 

bility that is at all times totally independent of social support?at least for 
those of us fortunate enough to spend most of our time in ethically sup 
portive social environments. For us, what it makes most sense to concen 
trate on is making sure stability of virtue is supported in us somehow or 
other. 

I favor this latter position. The fact that some extreme situations make 
the highest degree of MSC necessary for stability in virtuous qualities does 
not, by itself, give us a good reason to resist dependence on social support 
in the (fortunately non-extreme) greater part of our lives. What we do have 

good reason to do is to take an active, discriminating interest in the cli 
mates of social expectation we inhabit. We must come to grips with psy 
chological reality in understanding and explaining what kinds of things 
can possibly bring about stability in the possession of virtuous qualities, 
including stability that approaches or achieves the incontrovertible. It is 
an expression of bad faith, or wishful thinking, just to hold out a blank 
ideal of perfect stability without also offering a realistic account of how it 
could come about. When we do begin to develop such an account, we will 
find it very rare indeed for virtuous qualities to become so firmly fixed in 
individual character as to be impervious to climates of social expectation. 

Then what remains is to pay attention to the ways in which climates of 
social expectation can engage deeply enough with individual character to 

produce effects approaching incontrovertible stability: as for instance when 

they engage with normatively charged emotions like pride, shame, guilt, 
and the sense of integrity. 
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