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VIRTUE, VICE,
AND SITUATIONISM
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TOM BATES AND PAULINE KLEINGELD

I. INTRODUCTION

VIRTUES are usually regarded as character traits. Character traits are regarded as dispo-
sitions to reason, feel, and act in traxt-appropriate ways across a variety of trait-relevant
situations; that is to say, character traits are associated with consistent patterns of behav--
ior. They are usually conceived as “global” or “robust” in the sense that they are not tied
to one specific situational context, but are supposed to manifest in trait-appropriate
" behavior across a variety of trait-relevant situations. Global character traits are usually
' conceived as stable, in the sense that the associated behavior is not easily disrupted by .
‘morally irrelevant situational variables. A global or robust trait of bravery, for exam-
ple, will manifest when bravery is called for, whether on the battlefield, on the roller-
coaster, or in the face of fmorally inappropriate requests of one’s superiars, and rega.rdless :
“of whether one is sttongly encouraged by one's friends or all alone. This conception of
,.character tra:lts is centra] to Anstotehan virtue ethics, but insofar as virtues are firmand
bymanynon-Austoteliansaswell .
The existence of global character traits, as a matter of ordinary human psycholog)g has
. been called into question on empirical grounds, however, by several philosophers known
as “situationists” John Doris and Gilbert Harman, among others, claim that empirical
research in social psychology shows that global character traits hardly exist.! Systematic
observation in experimental settings indicates, they argue, that morally irrelevant or -
insigmﬁcant situational variables have huge effects on people’s morally relevant behav-
ior. For example, the vast majority of people believe that one ought not inflict harm on
others; yet, as Stanley Milgram shows in a famous series of experiments, a large major-
ity of ordinary people are willing to deliver extremely painful and even fatal electric
shocks to a likable man who makes mistakes in a memory test, at the mere request of an .
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experimenter and despite the fact that the victim is screaming in pain and has withdrawn
- his consent to the experiment.? Other studies show that the presence of inactive bystand-
ers strongly reduces the rate at which people help others in need, and that being in a
neutral mood, as compared to a good or bad mood, also reduces helping rates. Yet most
people deny that, other things being equal, the mere presence of inactive bystanders, or
being in a neutral mood as compared to a good one, is a valid reason not to help some-
one in need. If people generally did possess global character traits such as helpfulness or
* kindness, situationists argue, one would expect the subjects in these studies to behave -
rather differently. Given how easy it is to influence behavioral patterns in test subjects
by introducing morally irrelevant or insignificant situational variables, the attribution
of global character traits is generally unwarranted. Situationists conclude that behavior
consistent with global traits is “rare enough to count as abnormal.™ In their view, behav-
ior is typically best explained by reference to situational factors that trigger subconscious
~and “depersonalized” response tendencies that are largely independent of agents’ moral
values.* Although some situationists are more radical in their rejection of “character”
*than others, they all agree that few, if any, people possess global character traits,
Merritt, Doris, and Harman formulate the core argument as the following modus
tollens:

(1) Ifbehavioris typically ordered by robust traits, systematic observat:on will reveal :
pervasive behavioral consistency.

(2) Systematic observation does not reveal pervasive behavioral consistency

(3) 'Ihereforg behavior is ot typically ordered by robust traits.®

Sltuaﬁonists argue that their thesis spells trouble for Aristotelianism in particular. Por if
robust (or “global”) traits hardly exist, this seems to condemn Aristotelian virtue ethics
as unrealistic, given that such traits are central to its conception of etl'ucs‘7 'Iheu' chal-
lenge has prompted a heated debate in ethics and moral psychology.

In this chapter, we argue that the situationists” core thesis is empirically 1ll-snpported.
 Situationists fail adequately to consider the explanatory potential of a key class of global
character traits. They do consider one set of vices, namely, those involving dispositions
to harm others, such as cruelty. But they fail to consider the possibility that much human
behavior stems from global vices that are not associated with the pursuit of harm to

- others for its own sake, such as selfishness, cowardice, or laziness (in the morally objec- -
- tionable sense). If one takes the possibility of this broader range of vices seriously, the
empirical evidence suggests that global character traits may well be sbundant.

In section ], we survey the debate to date and set the stage for the argument in the sec- -
tions to follow. In section II, we analyze the structure of the reasoning in support of the
thesis of situationism. We locate the flaw that makes the core argument unsound, and
we discuss the role of vices in the assessment of the empirical evidence, In section 111, -
we show that the very empirical evidence that situationists regard as the key support for
their thesis in fact admits of an alternative explanation in terms of global traits, We con-

" clude that the available evidence does not count in favor of situationism.



526 TOM BATES AND PAULINE KLEINGELD

In arguing for this conclusion, we do not mean to deny the important influence of
situational factors on human behavior, of course. All sides in the debate agree that sit-
uational variables affect behavior and that human behavior often reliably varies in
response to variations in the circumstances (to give a trivial example: if it starts rain-
ing, drivers tend to turn on their windshield wipers). What is at issue in the debate we
shall be discussmg in this chapter is the fact that morally relevant behavior very often
reliably covaries with morally insignificant differences in situational circumstances. The
question is whether such patterns can plausibly be understood as stemming from the
~ agents' global character traits, that is, as reflecting the agents’ sensitivity to trait-relevant
differences between the situations. Situationists deny this, arguing that such patterns are
best explained by reference to the situational variables and the automatic response ten-
~ dencies they trigger. We argue that their argument for this thesis is flawed because they
‘overlook a possible trait-based explanation of the patterns.

II. SITUATIONISM AND VIRTUE ETHICS:
THE STATE OF THE DEBATE

 Situationists argue that Aristotelian virtue ethicists ignore or fail to realize that the

: stipulated qonnecﬁon between inner dispositions and observable behavioral patterns,

E which is crucial to the idea of virtuous character, is not confirmed r:mpirica.lly8 If such

a connection does not exist, then the virtue ethical ideal that is built on the assumption
ofsucha connection turns out to be unrealistic. Most of the ensuing debate has focused
on whether situationism really does pose a problem for Aristotelian virtue ethics. Many
critics of situationism believe that the attack can be deflected, but situationists are not -
convinced by the rebuttals, and i it seems that the debate has reached a stalemate, We start
. wrth abrief survey of the main argumentative moves concerning three central issues.
First, several authors have replied that the empirical evidence on which situationists
rely does not actually show the nonexistence of global character traits.” At most, it sim-
ply shows that virtues are rare—and the data show that a non-negligible minority of sub-
Jectsdo dlsplay “good” behavior.! The rarity of virtue is not a challenge to Aristotelian
virtue ethics—sa the reply goes—because Aristotelians do not typically ¢ claim that vir-
tuous character is widespread.l! After all, on the Aristotelian conception, virtue in the
full sense requires practical wisdom and the alignment of one’s feelings with one’s moral
msxght, and this is a demanding ideal. Equally important, genuine virtue is impossi-
ble to detect with the methods of the psychological experiments on which situationists
base their argument. Different agents may perform the same observable behavior while
doing so from radically dlﬁ‘erent motives 2 Other authors® have argued that the empir-
of persbrréhty traits, as developed by Mischel and Shoda (1995), can be used to support
character traits, if traits are understood in terms of that theory.
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Seoond, and relatedly, critics have argued that situationists work with a mlstaken con--
ception of character. Situationists have been criticized for using a “behavionst” notion
of traits,* for reducmg virtues to “stereotypical behavior, in isolation from. how peo-
ple reason,”® and for failing to recognize the intellectual nature of character! It is clear -
why situationists can be interpreted this way: they state that the criterion for appropriate
trait attribution is that the trait be “reliably manifested” under the appropriate “tralt
- relevant eliciting conditions? This makes it seem as if having a virtuous trait quasi-
mechamca.lly results in the appropriate response under the relevant circumstances.
Instead, critics emphasize, character is an internal dxsposmon, and one can possess a
certain character trait even if one does not display the correspondtng behamor on‘one
parttcular occasion. For example, agents may not understand situations in the same way
as the observer; hence what may look like inconsistency to an observer maybe consist-
ent when understood in terms of the agent’s construal of the situation, Critics havealso
argued that situationists fail to take account of the fact that character is typically. con-
ceived as being composed of many traits, and that in any given muation, different traits
- may pulli in different directions. If the agent ends up acting on the basis of one tratt, thzs

* does not mean that she does not possess the others.!® Also, an agent may possess a trait
but notin full,” or may have some traits but not others.2®
Thn'd, critics of sltuatxomsm have argued that there are. altematwe trait-based

explalned in terms of sub;ects wantmg to avoid embarrassment. Neer%‘Badhwar has
pmposed an explanatlon of the Mlgram results in terms of the sub)ects' “pusilla.mm-

“when critics of situationism point out that character could simply be rare; sxtuahon-
ists respond that their thesis still holds for the vast majority of cases. They. regard “very
rare” asbad enough B More important, however, situationists insist that their cha]lenge

should not be reduced to the claim that virtuous behavior is rare. Their point is rather
that morally relevant behavior typically varies with morally irrelevant or msigniﬁcant '
features of the situation, rather than with any alleged global traits of agents ‘This is the
real challenge to virtue ethics.? As Merritt, Doris, and Harman put it, “It is not that peo-

~ plefail standards for good conduct, but that people can be induced to do so with such
' ease™ The situationists’ point is that the factors that best explain behavior are  typically
not the agents’ alleged character traits, but, rather, largely morally melevant or insub-.
stantial features of situations that trigger largely unconscious responses in broad seg-
ments of the population, regardless of their individual values and beliefs,

: Second, situationists deny that their conception of traits is behaviorist or unintellec--
tual, They have always acknowledged that Aristotelian virtues are “not mere dispositions
but mtelhgent dispositions, characterized by distinctive patterns of emotional response,
deliberation, and decision as well as by more overt behavior”" Certalnly, in their view, -
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trait-based action, should it exist, does not happen mechanically but stems from the
agent’s own “evaluative commitments,’*’ Their point is, rather, that empirical evidence
shows that behavior typically covaries with morally extraneous differences between
experimental conditions, rather than with agents’ alleged inner characteristics, and that
 the agents’ inner evaluative commitments are therefore apparently largely behavior-
ally irrelevant.®® More recently, situationists have emphasized that cognitive processes,
too, depend on situational contexts,? Thus, the appeal to the internal nature of disposi-
tions fails to sway situationists.*® In fact, situationists tend to regard the emphasis on the
internal nature of traits as a concession of the behavioral irrelevance of character thus
conceived. The same is true of the claim that subjects might possess global traits, even if
these do not manifestin theirbehavior.

Finally, concerning the third rebuttal, when critics point to reasons that can explain
~ test subjects’ behavior in specific cases, such as fear of embarrassment, the sxtuatiomsts
reply that this applies at best to a limited set of studies:*!

These explanations [in terms of reasons] suppose: that the actor acted on what he
took (or on reflection would take) to be a reason, but a large body of empirical work
indicates that this may relatively seldom be the case.

“Thigy emphasize that there are many cases in which the discrepancy between the agents’
values and their behavior is caused by different kinds of factors, such as the weather or
the noise of a lawnmower. The situational factors are so disparate and so often uncon-
scious or morally insignificant, situationists claim, that it is not possible to explam the
_evidencein terms of any one specific reason or trait.

ITII. WHY THE CORE ARGUMENT
OF SITUATIONISM Is UNSOUND

In order to show that the core argument in support of: sxtuattonismis unsound,weexam :
ine more closely just how exactly the evidence is supposed to show that behavior typi-
cally cannot be explained by underlying global traits. The broad idea of the situationists’ .
core argument is quite clear: if global traits exist, then, in certain controlled circum- -

stances, they reliably produce the behavior that one expects from agents who possess
such traits; so if the expected behavior does not occur under these circumstances, then
the agents apparently do not have such traits. Of course, this type of argument needs
to be made on the basis of a sufficiently large evidential basis of the right kind. Global
traits are not expected to produce trait-manifesting behavior in every trait-relevant sit-
uation. If a person refuses to help a thief in a robbery, this is no proof that sheis nota
helpful person; there may be other moral considerations that make it mappropriate to

offer help. But situationists argue that the general absence of the behavior that we wouldgfz:
expect to see if global traits did exist, especially under experimental cxrcumstanm h



- does give us reason to deny the existence of such traits, at least asa matter of ordmary
£ moral | psychology.
- What, then, is the behavior that we should expect, accordmg to sltuattomsts, if global
o :tralts are wuiespread? Doris’s standard for trait attribution is that trait-con.slstent behav-
“or is performed over a run of trait-relevant situations, some of which are “less than
optimally conducive to that behavior™* Such situations are diagnostic: they are unfa- -
vorable enough to a specific type of behavior that if this type of behavior does occur,
it is better explained by reference to the corresponding global character trait than by
“reference to situational factors. He writes, “we are justified in mferrmg the existence of
an Aristotelian personality structure when a person’s behavior reliably confot‘tns to the
- patterns expected on postulation of that structure”*
'This leads to the question of which patterns one should expect if global traits did exist.
Doris suggests the followmg condmonal.

_ Ifa person possesses a trait, that person will engage in trait-relevant behavmrs in trait-
relevant elxczting conditions with markedly above chance probabzhty p.

; 'cluswn via a further move. 'Ihey imagme what pattern: of behavior would be expected v
to emerge from these experiments given a substantial number of people possessing spe-
_ ciﬁc global traits, and then they compare that pattern with the observed behavior of the
group. In other words, the situationists make certam assumpuons about the kinds of
argue that the observed behavior does not fita pattem thatis cons1stent w1th these tralts,
 and on this basis they deny the existence of global traits. ¢
There are two types of traits for which sitbationists examine the relation between
expected and actual behavior, namely, virtuous global traits such as kindness or com-
passion. and vicious global traits such as cruelty or aggression. Many experiments look'

whlch the need is obwous and the cost of helpmg is low: Moreove:; lt: Tturns out to be - |
remarkably easy to produce s1gmﬁcant changes in helpmg behav:or by mtroducmg.”'.

had a vicious global trait, such as cruelty, one would expect them consxstently to engage.
in cruel behavior across situations. The observed behavior does not follow either pat-
tern, however, and on this basis the sxtuanomsts conclude that people typxcally do not
possess giobal traits,.
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The problem with this argument, however, is that the evidence on which situationists
rely at best problematizes the widespread existence of the two classes of global traits they
consider, namely, virtues and vices that involve malice. In order for their argument to rule
out the widespread existence of all types of global character traits, however, situationists
should also rule out another class of global character traits, namely, non-malicious vices.
This they neglect to do—or so we shall argue,3

Situationists fail to address the possible explanatory value of global vices that do not
involve the pursuit of harm to others, such as dispositions to selfishness, cowardice, lazi-
ness, and so on. Their standard for the required “behavioral consistency” is whether

people behave in ways that are consistently morally good or consistently morally bad.
Yet the vices that they overlook should not be expected to follow this pattern. These vices

- do not involve the pursuit of what is morally right, and so they should not be expected -
to manifest in behavior that is consistently morally good. But these traits do not nec-
essarily lead to morally bad behavior, either. The selfish person may do the right thing -

- when doing so is in her interest, the lazy person may do so when it is easy, and the cow-
‘ard when it is safe. Unlike sadists, these agents do not pursue harm to others as such.

_ But they may well cause harm when that which is morally reqmred runs counter to their
 interests, or when it involves effort or danger.

In other words, in the case of global non-malicious vices, we should expect a pattem_

.of behavior that is neither consistently morally good nor consistently morally bad, but

- consistently in keeping with the specific vices in question. In order to be able ta rule out
" the ‘widespread existence of such global traits, situationists should test for pattems of
~.moral laziness, cowardice, selfishness, and so on. Instead, however, they infer the gen-;-

- eral absence of trait-dependent behavioral patterns from the fact that people are nei-

. ther consistently morally bad nor consistently morally good. This inference is invalid, . -
. however, because it neglects the alternative possibility that many people possess global - -

. non-malicious vices, In the next section, we show that the experimental evidence situa-.
+ tionists appeal to is in fact consistent with the wxdeSpread existence of such global vices, -

IV. THE CASE OF TH'E:MISSING VIC-E”S

In this section, we examine three sets of empirical studies. First, we examine the evi-
dence on which situationists build their case, and we argue that there are possible (and - .
- prima facie not implausible) explanations of the behavioral patterns in'terms of non-
malicious vices (3.1). Second, we show that there are some data that lend initial plausi-

bility to the idea that many people possess non-malicious vices (3.2). Third, we consider
~ evidence that might be taken to tell directly against the existence of such vices—namely,
experiments in which subjects behave admirably (3.3). We shall not be arguing that the
evidence proves the existence of global non-malicious vices, because there s not enough
empirical evidence of the right kind to warrant this stronger claim. Rather, we argue that

situationists fail to make the empirical case for their view. S
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'Ihe Evidence Allegedly Supporting Situationism

N f'To show that sxtuatlomsts have not given suitable welght to the posmbility of non-
+ 'malicious vices, let us start by examining the way they rule out vice as an explanation
- of the test subjects’ behavior in Milgram’s “obedience encperxments”*”7 In a series of
related experiments, Milgram showed that ordinary test subjects were willing to obey
an experimenter who requested that they administer electric shocks to a "leamer (who
was a confederate, presented as a likable fellow test subject). The experiment: was said to
examine the influence of punishment on learning, and the test subjects were instructed

. 0 ad.mmlster electnc shocks of gradually mcreasmg severity each tune the leamer made
~be w:llmg to admxmster extremely pamful and even lethal shocks, by pushing levers -
-~ labeled “danger: severe shock™ (at 375 volts) or “XXX” (at 435 and 450 volts);: desplte the -
fact that the “learner” explicitly withdrew his consent at 150 volts and was screammg in -

' 'pam (exceptatthe highest voltages, when hewassllent) s '

as morally wrong, but nevertheless large nurmbers of test sub)ects fa.ll to behave in a way A
'that would be consistent with the correspondmg virtuous character trait. Moreover, we

. 5:fbehavmr was the: product of “deeply aggressive instincts™ To test this hypothesis, he
* ran a variation of the experiment in which the subjects were free to choose the level
. -of the shock they administered. While one subject went to the maximum, and one to

375 volts, % all other subjects stopped before 150 volts, with the mean final shock level
- between 75 and 90 volts.4! The situationists take this to show that the sub)ects Willing
- ness to shock the victim did not stem from a desire to hurt him. On this basis they infer
that global vice is not the best explanation of the observed behavior. Doris writes that
the evidence “does not suggest that Milgram had stumbled onto an aberrant pocket
of sadists,” and that it instead proves “the power of the situation’ »42 Harman similarly
rejects the suggestlon that “extreme personal dispositions are at fault™ and infers from .
this that situational variables explain the behavior. Situationists generally regard thisas
sufficient to rulé out vice as an explanation.
But this is too quick. The sxtuat:omsts overlook the set of global | tralts that do notcon-

: theless be. consxdered tobe global vices, that is, as dispositions toact mways that involve
specxﬁc forms of moral failure. For example, one could explain the sub]ects behavior in
- terms of cowardice, One could say that they lacked the cotirage of their convictions, that
they were cowed by the authority of the experimenter. Alternatively, one could explain
the. sub)ects behavior in terms of a disposition to shift responsibility for one’s actions
to others, in tlus case to the experimenter (as many sub)ects exphcitly chd) or to the
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victim (to whom some subjects shifted the blame on the grounds that he gave the wrong
answers).* These dispositions are compatible with the observed behavior. There is no
need to settle on any one specific disposition to explain the behavior of all or most of the
obedient subjects; the observed behavior of different people may have to be explained in
terms of different vices. As mentioned earlier, Milgram’s experiments do not provide a
sufficient basis on which to establish that specific individuals have specific traits, because
doing so wotild require longitudinal studies of individual subjects. For the purpose of
this chapter, however, the fact that the data are compatible with alternative explanations
in terms of global vices means that systematic observation does reveal behavioral pat-
terns that are consistent with global character traits, contrary to the s1tuatlomsts claim.

Ihe Group Effect -

Other anpmcal evidence that situationists mention in support of their thesis are studies
of group effects. The ewdence from such studies shows that helping behavior is mgmﬁ
cantly reduced in the presence of others. As Doris points out, “mild social pressures can
result in neglect of apparently serious ethical demands™® He argues that this evidence
“presses charges of empirical inadequacy against characterological moral psycholog)?’ :
because the group effect shows that dispositions are not robust. %

Substantial evidence for the proposition that the presence of other people serves to
 inhibit the impulse to help was provided by Bibb Latané and John Darley (1970, 38).
They describe three processes that might inhibit helping. First, the agent who intervenes
risks embarrassment if the situation turns out not to be one that needed her interven-
tion, and the greater the “audience” of bystanders is, the higher the cost of unneces-

- sary intervention. Second, agents may look to their peers to help define an apparently
ambiguous situation. Their inaction may lead agents to believe that inaction is the
“expected or appropriate response. Binally, the presence of others reduces the cost of
non-intervention, as responsibility is diffused throughout the group. The knowledge

that others are present allows the agent to shift some of the responsibility to them. ¥
Contrary to the situationists’ claim, however, this evidence does not show that the
behavior of the agents in question did not stem from global dxsposmons We should
consxder the possxble role of v1ces such as selﬁshness. lazmess, or cowardice. 'Ihe three |
~'such traits cause inaction under the circumstances If one has a lazy or selfish dlSpOSl-
- tion, for example, one does not help when one believes one could get away with inaction,
~ and one can more easily get away with inaction when others are present than whenone

. isalone. The fact that there are others who could also act makes it possible to shift some -

of the responsibility to others; it allows one to offer the excuse that the situation was
ambiguous or confusing (after all, the others did not act, so perhaps ! there was some-
thing they knew that the agent did not); and it also adds the potential social costs of
embarrassment if one’s intervention turns out to be misguided. On the basis of some
or all of these considerations, agents who are selfish, lazy, or cowardly may well refrain
from action. The availability of an explanation in terms of non-malicious vices implies
that the group effect as such is in principle compatible with the existence of 'global traits.
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A subset of expenments tested the group effect under conditions wh there
5 ;appearedtObeathreattoall mcludmgthetestsubject andati:'u'stsight:itrmght3 ‘ 5

7;;'::were on thelr own.#8 Sltuatlonists mlght regard the results of thes studxes 'as mcompau- :
| ble thh an encplanatlon in terms of non-mahclous vices. After all. one would be inclined

'..}iYet msofar as the inaction of othem causes amblgmty about the sxtuat!on, t}us maf make o
.- thesituation seem more ambiguous and less of a threat, which could explain the reduced
: xntervenuon rates. And msofarasthe presence of others dlﬂ"uses responsibihty, ismay

L more hkely to help 19) It has also been demonstrated that mood and help:ng behav:or are ..
' highly susceptible to minor situational inﬂuences, such as smell 50 nolse, mmor good """"

* . fortune;? and the weather® f
Situationists take these studies to indlcate that people typxcally do not possess global -

chatacter tralts Aﬁer all. the factors that mﬂuence helping behavxor are not themselves

ing dlsposmon to help others on!y when domg 50 wxll make oneself feelbeteer |
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This analysis is compatible with apparent counterexamples. Mathews and Canon®
found that people are much less likely to help an apparently injured man pick up his
books when there was a power lawnmower running nearby than when background
noise levels were normal. At first glance, this may seem to tell against the idea that peo-
plehelp in order to improve a negative mood (in this case due to the loud and unpleasant
noise). Yet the mood-management hypothesis suggests that when helping is an effective
means to improving mood, and when there is no less costly means available to do so,
helping behavior will increase. In this experiment there was an easier mms—-—escapmg

-the noise by moving away. ( Given that the negative mood wasa product of theloud nofse

~and that it was easy to escape the noise, helping was not the easiest means for an agent o

to improve affect. We do not claim that the mood maintenance hypothais indeed pro-

vides the best explanation; there are other possibilities as well, Our point is simply that i

the behavior observed in these experiments permits an explanation in terms of astable
desire for positive affect, which means that the evidence as such does not clearly show.

that people are acting at the mercy of situational stimuli.

In sum, the results of the three groups of studies discussed in section IILi, which situ-
ationists regard as strong evidence in support of their position, can also be explained

in a way that is consistent with the widespread possession of global character traits.

Therefore, these empirical studies do not make the case against global traits in general. :

In other words; they do not make the case for situanomsm

ii. Moral Hypocrisy

There is at least one important line of research that lends initial empirical plausxbxhty to
the idea that people regularly act in ways that are consistent with non-malicious vices.

Daniel Batson and colleagues have run a large number of empirical studies that show -

 that many people display *moral hypocrisy”® that is, that people wish to appearr moral

without t being willing to do what is morally required. Of the many studies in supportof

this explanauon, we discuss only one here. Batson et al. (1997) asked sub)ects to assign
two tasks—one with positive consequences and one with neutral consequences—to
themselves and another participant in the experiment, Subjects were told that the other

participant would believe that the assignment was random, Their instructions included *
the following text, which was intended to give them an explicit cue about the moral'; .

- rnature of the dﬂemma:

Most partiapants feel that giving both people an equal chance—by, for example, flip-
ping a coin—is the fairest way to assign themselves and the other participant to the
tasks (we have provided a coin for you to ﬂip ifyou wish). But the deciszon isentirely
'up toyou.® 4

~ Subjects were then given a coin to use insuch a procedure if they wished, and they were .

left alone ina mom. Aﬁerward, nearlyall the participants said thatassigningthe posltiveA A
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A g‘yet only about half chose to flip the coin. Of those who did not ﬂlp, 80%-90% chose to

“assign the positive task to themselves. Even more interesting, however, is the finding
“that of those who did flip the coin, 85%-90% assigned themselves the positive task.%° In
,_fuxther studies of this nature, too, participants who flipped the coin in privateassigned

.the posmve task to themselves in the vast majonty of cases.

‘were in fact actmg from g]obal vlces such as dlshonesty and selﬁshness, as this would
Tequire testmg speclﬁmlly for cross-sltuanonal consistency in individual agents. Butthe
‘evidenceis very suggestive and clearly compatzble with the wulespread existence of such
; global vices. : |

il Is There Direct vadence agamst Global Vices?

We have been arguing that the sltuatlonists have overlooked the explanatory value of
non-malicious vices because their conception of vices is too narrow and limited to mal-
ice, There are a few experiments, however, that could be taken as providing. counter-
evidence against the suggestion that global vices are widespread. In these experiments,
subjects often act admirably. Situationists take this evidence, in combination with stud-
ies in which subjects largely act deplorably (such as the Milgram expenments), tocon-
stitute evidence agamst the existence of global character traits. For if some sltnanona.l ;

all sub]ects helped a technician who had apparenﬂy suffered a severe electnc shock. o
“Helping” here meant either offering direct personal assistance or indirect assistance by. "
reporting the incident or obtaining help from others. In the second,®* subjects whohad
been asked by a confederate to watch some item (a bag, for example) were very Iikely'* :
to directly confront a confederate thief who took the item. Vranas argues that peoples
willingness to risk harm from confrontmg the thief or helping the technician represents

“admirable” behavior. But if people behave, or would behave, admirably in many situ-
ations, he argues, we cannot give their overall character a negative evaluation: they are
not “bad people” On his account, people are neither good nor bad; they are indeterml-
nate and have *no character status” at all.>

Do cases like “thief” and *technician” indeed show that people’s behavior is too good

for them to possess global v1ces of thats sort we havebeen discussing? We do not think so.
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First, we have not argued that people have only vices or that they only ever act on vices.
There may well be a significant number of agents who do not have vices that impair their
helping behavior in the two experiments at issue. If they have virtues, and even if their
behavior in these specific experiments is impossible to explain in terms of global traits at
all, this is still compatible with global vices being rather common. |

Second, cases like “thief” and “technician® would tell against the possession of non-
malicious global vices only if the subjects’ behavior revealed a motivation that was
inconsistent with the possession of such vices. Even subjects with such vices will be led

. to the morally right thing under certain cxrcumstauces, however, and for all we know, |
-this mayhave been true of a non-neghgible number of the test subjects in these cases... '

S the case of “thief; the subjects are directly asked to perform a task—-wabchmg and
if necessary protecting the possessions of a confederate—and they explicitly agree to

do so. They then find themselves faced with precisely the task they agreed to perform.

Failure to do as they promised risks a confronwuon or a serious loss of social standing
if the confederate returns to find his possessions stolen and publicly blames the subject
- for 1t. Bemg motlvated to avoid thls kind of repercussion could explain—in at least a
non-trivial number of cases—why people confront the thief, A similar kind of expla-
nation might be available for “technician” In this case, the subjects risk serious con-
‘sequences if they walk past an obvious and life-threatening emergency without even
reporting it, and this may motivate even a selfish person to do something, A lazy person
may spring into action when the need is pressing enough, and reporting the incident is
not so much work. A coward may enlist others to assist in helping the technician, but he
will try to avoid touching the electrical equipment. These are just some examples of how
the observed behavior could be explained in terms of underlying global traits. We are

not claimmg here that the helpﬁxl subjects in these studies were actually motivated by
selfishness, laziness, or cowardice. The available evidence is insufficient to establish the
motivations of the individual test subjects with certainty. Aslongas such non-malicious

vices remaina possible (and prima facie not at all implausible) explanation of the sub-
- Jecte behavior, however, the observed behavior does not count in favor of situationism.

- Asecond objection against our thesis, somewhat different from the first, is that the

‘behavior observed in test subjects is not bad enough to be explained in terms of vices.

Christian Miller points to evidence of widespread cheating behavior®® and widespread
lying behavior,¥” but he argues that this is not evidence that people possess a global trait

of dishonesty because there are limits to the kinds of cheating and lying that people
engage in. In particular, while most people tend to cheat to some extent when the oppor-
tuniity arises, they do not tend to cheat as much as possible. For example, Lisa Shu and
colleagues® found that subjects answering problems, who would receive so.50 for each
- correct answer, reported that they ¢ answered 13.22 problems correctly (on average) when
they could shred the answer sheet immediately afterward, so no one could check their

+ result. This compared to an average of 7.97 correct answers in the control group. So while
. people clearly took the opportunity to cheat, they did not maximize their profit, forthey

~could have reported a total of 20 correct answers. In further work, Nina Mazarand col- -

‘ 'm':,;ileagues" found that when subjects were prompted to recall the Ten Commandments,-.
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this kind of cheating went down. Miller follows Mazar and colleagues in holding that
people typically have a conception of themselves as ‘honest, and that this limits their -

cheating behavior. 70 Moreover, he holds that the fact that people cheat less when primed o

by some moral code is evidence that people have the belief that honesty is appropriate,
which can rule their behavior when they are pnmed in this way. Overall, Miller argues
that there are'a number of ways in which people act, appear to be motivated, and think
of themselves that do not fit the pattern we would expect from people who ha.ve aglobal
trait of dishonesty. In particular, we would not expect dishonest persons to tlunk of
themselves as honest, to hold that being honest is appropriate, or to il
cheating opportunity.” ' )
Miller's conception of vice is dissatisfying in several respects, however. Fu'st, maxi-

- mizing every cheating opportunity is not a plausible condition for the trait of dishon- .
A esty Whether one lies that one had13 or 20 correct answers, when one actually had only‘ B

tlons correctly, and they may have wanted to avoid lookmg suspict:. ¥ " .‘ ,
© can be dlsposed to lie without this requu'mg that everythmg one ever.say ‘;b'e a'li'e‘;;the_

to. concerve of dishonest people as regarding themselves as bemg committed;tohon-,
esty; after all, they are dishonest, so they may well engage in some form of rationaliza-
tion. More important, however, is the fact that dishonest people r need not endorse their
own dishonest behavior in all respects in order to qualify as dishonest. They may harbor
‘hopes of becoming better people—indeed, they may feel bad about themselves—and :
this is compatible with their nevertheless. robustly acting dishonestly across a broad
range of situations. Indeed, within the traditxon of Aristotelian virtue etlncs as well as
Kantianism, vices are usually regarded as dispositions that mvolve mternal conﬁict on
it as a necessary condition for attnbunng a vice to.an agent that the agent feels no. dis-
tress when acting in accordance with the vice and does not. beheve that acting in this

way is wrong We regard this conditxon as too strong. A selﬁsh agent may reliably decide
For example, she may reliably ¢ dec1de to give priority to trivial mterests of her own aver
the urgent needs of others, while knowmg that her practxcal dec1slons are mnra]ly inde—
morally problemanc ways, her action is not due to weakness of will, but to vice The fact
that she is aware that what she is doing is morally wrong does not make her actlon any
less vxce-based. :
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At the end of this discussion, it is worth noting that one should expect an important
evidential asymmetry between virtues and vices. Virtues are, by their nature, praisewor-
thy, so we can expect people to express their virtues in public (at least insofar as the
virtues they acknowledge are also regarded as such in their social and cultural context).
Vices, by contrast, are traits people will often try to hide from the public eye.” Therefore,
we can allow more numerous instances of vice-contrary behavior before haying to con-
~ clude that a person does not have vices than we can allow instances of virtue-contrary
behavior before having to deny that a person has virtues.

This does not immunize vice from empirical challenge, however. If Batson’s test sub~ ‘
jects dutifully flipped their coins and assigned the positive consequences tasks to others

in roughly 50% of the cases, we would have no reason to suspect them of moral hypoc- -

risy. Rather, our point is that the evidential asymmetry between virtue-based and vice-

‘based behavmr should be taken into account when assessing the empirical evxdence
conceming the existence of global vices. It is much harder to rule out the wxdespread
possession of global vices than situationists tend to assume.

- Finally, we have not argued or meant to suggest that people’s behavior is typically
(let alone always) caused by global non-malicious vices. We have. argued that situ- .
ationists have overlooked the possibility that the observed behavior is often (or at least

in a substantial number of cases) best explained by reference to such vices and hence
that their own position lacks the empirical support they claim for it. To what extent
global non-malicious vices can actually explain human behavior remains to be seen,
and establishing this requires research of a different type than the experiments we have
been discussing. But even if longitudinal studies of large niumbers of individual sub-
jects showed that such vices explain behavior merely in a sizable minority of cases, this
would already suffice to confirm that situationism is mistaken. The situationists argue .

that global character-trait-dependent behavior is “rare enough to count as abnormal;”.
~ and that people’s morally relevant behavior is “typically” the result of depersonalized
response tendencies triggered by morally irrelevant or insignificant f features in the situa-
tlonal context. To show this bold thesis to be mistaken, itis enough if global vicessuchas
laziness, cowardice, and selfishness turn out to be common enough to count as all-too-- :

* ordmary elements ofhuman moral psychology '

V. CONCLUSION

-----

We have argued that situationists overlook the explanatory potential of global non-
malicious vices; and that the empirical evidence to which they appeal is consistent with
the widespread possession of global character traits because it is consistent with the
widespread existence of global non-malicious vices, Qur point is most fundamenta.lly
a point about the structure of the situationists’ argument and their use of the empirical
evidence. If our analysis is correct, the evidence does not show the thesis of situationism . -
" to be true; in fact, the evidence is fully compatible with the view they oppose, namely,
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the thesis that human behavior is often beét explained by reference to global ch'eraCter
Estabhshing the extent to wluch people in fact act on the basis of global traits—-and

. an altogether diﬁ’erent matter Any descnptwe claims regarding peoples possession of

- Virtues and vices will have to be based on a type of research that hardly exists and that
s methodologlcally difficult to carry out; namely, on longxtudmal studies mvolvmg the
- same subjectsin avariety of cu'cumsmnces
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