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Starting with Flanagan (1991), Harman (1999, 2000, 2001, 2003, 2006), and Doris (1998, 2002), reconciling ethics – especially virtue ethics – with the deliverances of psychology has become a hot topic.  Two monographs recently joined the fray:  Daniel Russell’s Practical Intelligence and the Virtues and Nancy Snow’s Virtue as Social Intelligence.  Though these books exhibit marked differences, their similarities are a sign of the future direction of and problems for virtue ethics.  They recognize that if Harman and Doris are right that character and virtue as traditionally conceived are “chimerical” (Snow, p. 2), then “there is no more point to theorizing about the moral qualities of character traits than there would be to theorizing about the moral qualities of ‘phlegmatic’ and ‘choleric’ personalities” (Russell, p. xii).

Russell and Snow begin their constructions of a defensible conception of character by distinguishing psychological situationists like Mischel & Shoda (1995) from philosophical situationists like Harman and Doris, then argue that the former have been misinterpreted by the latter.  Philosophical situationists survey the plethora of studies showing that most people do not display consistent behavior across different types of situations and draw the conclusion that virtue ethics lacks empirical support.  The same person may cheat on a spelling test but not a math test, or may lie to peers but not to authority figures.  Seemingly irrelevant external variables are often better predictors of behavior than internal dispositions like honesty and courage.  This surprising fact leads philosophical situationists to argue that virtue ethics, with its commitment to causally efficacious dispositions, is empirically inadequate.

Snow and Russell respond by citing recent research by psychological situationists, focusing on Mischel & Shoda’s (1995) cognitive-affective personality system (CAPS).  According to the CAPS theory, personality traits are complexes of behaviors, construals, expectations, goals, affects, skills, and higher-order evaluations and beliefs.  Character traits like virtues, then, are such complexes considered from an ethical point of view.  The key to this move is construals:  cross-situational consistency depends crucially on the individuation of situations.  What counts as a situation of the same sort?  For philosophical situationists and earlier generations of virtue ethicists, the answer is framed in terms of the way the world actually is.  According to the CAPS theory, and hence for Russell and Snow, a situation is a construal, i.e., the way the agent sees the world.  When situations are individuated in this way, statistical measures of cross-situational consistency spike, leading psychologists like Mischel and Shoda to suggest that CAPS traits may be empirically real.

Armed with an empirically adequate trait psychology, Snow and Russell argue that virtues are a subset of CAPS traits, namely admirable reasons-responsive CAPS traits that involve a special kind of intelligence.  For Snow, the intelligence at issue is social. “Social intelligence,” she argues, “is a complex, multidimensional set of knowledge, skills, and abilities, [… and] is shaped and cultivated by the self-reflective activities of the agent,” (p. 74).  Because CAPS traits essentially involve construal and because social cues are among the most important objects of construal, social intelligence enables us to construe well and therefore (given appropriate values, habits, and emotions) to act and live well.

One problem for this view is that it presupposes a social component for all virtues.  Arguably, though, self-regarding virtues like courage and temperance have no such component, though Snow explicitly denies this.  Furthermore, according to Snow, “in the psychology of the virtuous agent, the motivations intrinsic to virtue shape the perceptions, thoughts, and judgments also intrinsic to virtue” (p. 86).  This idea is apt to make epistemologists raise an eyebrow:  if the virtuous agent changes her mind whenever she has a change of heart, her belief updating is irrational.  Snow gives a spirited defense of her view, arguing that the virtuous person construes her situation one way because she wants to see the best in people while the non-virtuous person construes it differently because she has different desires.

Russell also argues that a particular type of intelligence is essentially involved in all virtues, but for him the common thread is practical intelligence (phronesis), which enables one to specify what would in fact be virtuous in particular circumstances.  Someone with the virtue of compassion has admirable desires, but those desires alone are not enough.  Russell discusses the example of deciding whether to request heroic medical interventions to save one’s mother while knowing that, even if they are successful, the measures are likely to lead to protracted suffering.  The virtuous person must here deliberate not about whether to be compassionate but about what would constitute a compassionate response to such a crisis.  Russell concludes that “intelligence in specificatory deliberation […] must be part of what is excellent about the virtues” (p. 101).  A problem for this view of phronesis is that sometimes it is simply obvious what the virtuous response would be; hence, it might seem that specification is not essential to virtue.  Russell counters by saying that even in such a case, a rational reconstruction that explains someone’s action would include the claim that he saw that this was in fact the virtuous response.  

I conclude by discussing an aspect of each book with no counterpart in the other.  Russell confronts the enumeration problem, his name for the inconsistency of recognizing an infinite list of virtues while simultaneously claiming that someone (or an action) is virtuous just in case he (it) is consistent with all the virtues.  According to Russell, “a theory with infinitely many virtues cannot make sense of the notion of overall virtuousness” (p. 148).  The potential infinity derives from the recent tendency to countenance new “local” virtues whenever one encounters “distinctive, new contexts and demands for virtuous action” (p. 149).  Since such new contexts are “countless, so too will be the virtues” (p. 149).  Defusing the enumeration problem involves a theory of cardinality, in which a seemingly new virtue like magnificence is taxonomized as a specialization of the cardinal virtue of generosity.  Russell argues convincingly that virtues should be individuated in terms of their characteristic reasons, and that when the characteristic reason of one virtue (“I am a river to my people”) entails the characteristic reason of another (“I like to help when I can”), the former is plausibly subsumed as a specialization of the latter.  Thus, “to speak of magnificence is still, in one very important sense, to speak of generosity.” (p. 217).

While this account of subordination is interesting and plausible in its own right, as a response to the enumeration problem it seems like much ado about nothing.  For the enumeration problem to be a problem, Russell must be right that “there is no way that a finite agent can stand with respect to an infinite number of virtues” (p. 166).  This is certainly false.  Compare it with the claim that there is no way a finite body can stand with respect to an infinite number of other bodies.  If the virtues are infinite, one might need exponential time to verify that someone was acting in accordance with all of them.  But Russell is not trying to make an epistemological point; he wants to say that there could be no such thing as an agent with infinitely many properties.  That argument, however, is a non-starter.

Snow gives two theories of virtue acquisition – one through deliberative inculcation predicated on higher-order desires, higher-order evaluations, and higher-order believes, the other through habitual virtuous actions.  First, a person may notice that she responds generously when in a good mood yet stingily when in a bad mood.  She then investigates her reason for responding generously at times, realizes that it applies regardless of her mood, and decides to try to construe her situation at all times as if she were in a good mood.  Snow thus recognizes that virtues “might start out by being local,” but claims that “they need not remain so” (p. 37).  The second kind of virtue-acquisition involves an explicitly held virtue-relevant goal and repeated performance of actions that advance the goal.  This habituates one to perform similar actions automatically (i.e., non-voluntarily, unconsciously, and autonomously) in the future.
Practical Intelligence and the Virtues makes a valuable contribution to empirically-informed virtue ethics, even if there is no enumeration problem to solve.  Virtue as Social Intelligence argues persuasively that social intelligence is an important aspect of most virtues, though perhaps not all of them.
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