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Abstract

The primary aim of this research is to develop a new philosophical analysis of the concept
of character that reflects the complexity of people and meets the demands of moral
explanation. It places the agent’s particular perspective and the wider context at the centre
of moral judgement. The reason for undertaking this project is to establish an account of
morality that is not in conflict with discoveries in empirical psychology. It responds to the
challenge that the situation usually has the explanatory role and that character traits rarely
function as explanations for action. It argues that the best interpretation of the situationist
position is that reasons would have to be features of the situation to separate the situationist
argument from behaviourism. However, it argues that this would then commit the
situationist to a controversial theory of action where what explains an action need not
obtain. It argues that to evaluate a person or his action properly we need to tell an
explanatory story and that this narrative construction is what best reflects the richness and
complexity involved. It further argues that an adequate attribution of character to an
individual will also take narrative form. Hence character traits can explain action because a
narrative explanation of why an individual acted in a certain way can also be an
explanation of why a certain character can be attributed to that person. It argues that
narrative has central importance in the attribution of character traits because the narrative
structure gives us an understanding of character that cannot be gained from a non-narrative
presentation of the actions and events. This additional knowledge connects with the

emotions important to moral evaluation of persons and actions.



The Story of My Life: Virtue, Character and Narrative

Introduction

People are different. Sometimes philosophers forget this. The primary aim of my research
is to develop a type of virtue ethics that both respects these differences and reflects the
complexity of moral life. This will be achieved in two ways. First, by critical examination
of an objection to virtue ethics and secondly through positive argument, developing a new
theory of character that reflects the complexity of people and meets the demands of moral
explanation. Often the agent’s particular perspective and the wider context are ignored in
moral theory, but I place these factors back at the centre of moral judgement. The focus
will be upon people leading ordinary lives and their complexity rather than the agents that

feature in the stripped back, somewhat artificial examples often used in the literature.

This research relates to a growing trend in moral philosophy against defining sets of moral
rules. For example, John McDowell argues that morality is uncodifiable (McDowell 1998),
Bernard Williams considers talk of moral theory to be flawed (Williams 1985) and
Jonathan Dancy argues for particularism, which states that what is a reason in one situation
may not be a reason, or may be a reason against, in another situation (Dancy 2004).
However, this is not to say that there are no moral facts. Although my position will not
ultimately define a set of moral rules, this is not to say that there is no fact of the matter as
to what is right or that we cannot be wrong in our moral judgements. The point is merely
that the complexity of moral life cannot be summarised by a set of simple (or even more
complicated) rules. I will argue that to evaluate a person or his action properly we need to
tell a story and that this narrative construction is what best reflects the richness and

complexity involved.

My reason for undertaking this project is to establish an account of morality that is not in
conflict with discoveries in empirical psychology. Much of virtue ethics is based upon an
ancient Aristotelian moral psychology and I think it important to consider how this can be
developed in light of more recent knowledge. It is important because an empirically
discredited view of character would undermine the foundations of virtue ethics. My
research focuses on explanations of moral action. The overall aim of my research is to
argue that character can explain moral action, a foundational requirement of a traditional
character-based virtue ethics. I support this claim by arguing that moral evaluation requires

a certain sort of explanation, narrative explanation. I further argue that an adequate



attribution of character to an individual will also take narrative form. Hence character can
explain action because a narrative explanation of why an individual acted in a certain way

can also be an explanation of why a certain character can be attributed to that person.

Many people are familiar with recent work by, amongst others, Gilbert Harman and John
Doris, on moral psychology (Harman 1999b; Doris 1998, 2002). Their challenge is that the
situation usually has the explanatory role and that character traits rarely function as
explanations for action, thus threatening the foundations of virtue ethics. In my work 1
critically examine this position, arguing that we are making an error in explaining an action
simply in terms of a character trait or a situation, rather than a full narrative explanation.
Mine is a novel attack because I analyse the arguments in the wider context of what we
require from an explanation, rather than questioning whether the social psychology

experiments provide evidence against a conception of character traits found in virtue

ethics.

I argue that Harman and Doris are wrong to say that it is the situation that primarily
explains human action. The situationist argument has to undermine the notion of
intentional actions, those actions done for a reason, because virtues are not just dispositions
to behaviour, but are intelligent dispositions to behaviour involving the motives of the
individual. In light of this, I argue that the best interpretation of the situationist position is
that reasons would have to be features of the situation to separate the situationist argument
from behaviourism. However, I argue that this would then commit the situationist to a
controversial theory of action where what explains an action need not obtain. I argue that
the situationist cannot accept such a theory because he needs the situation to be a causal
influence on action, but it seems that the situation cannot be both causal and a reason. This
means that the agent’s reason for action must be something else and that the situation is not
the primary cause of intentional action. I argue that the social psychologist is merely
looking at behaviour and attributing its cause to the situation without considering the

agent’s reasons for action.

I develop what may be meant by a full explanation. In our everyday lives we tend to
explain what has happened in our past in the form of a narrative. I investigate whether
belief-desire explanations alone are sufficient to explain our actions, or whether we need
these fuller narrative explanations. I develop the idea that there are many causal factors

that can feature in an explanation and that these factors are often expressed in the form of a



narrative. I also explore the idea that an agent’s reasons provide a link between virtuous
dispositions and particular actions; it is by evaluating his reasons that we decide whether
his action was virtuous. I investigate questions such as the following: What sort of reasons
do virtuous people act upon? What is the connection between virtuous persons, virtuous
dispositions, virtuous acts and virtuous reasons? Does a virtuous action have to be caused

by a virtuous reason that is grounded in a virtuous disposition?

My positive argument is that character traits are best attributed in narrative form rather
than as a conditional statement. I argue that narrative has central importance in the
attribution of character traits because the narrative structure gives us an understanding of
character that cannot be gained from a non-narrative presentation of the actions and events.
This additional knowledge connects with the moral emotions important to evaluation of
persons and actions. I further argue that my account of character trait attributions as
historical harratives provides a genuine alternative to the conditional account and that my
account better coheres with our normal moral practice. Such narratives about past episodes
are important for understanding character traits because they not only explain how past
actions and events have a causal effect on how we are now, but also give us an
understanding of how to feel about those past actions and events, giving us the resources

for emotional understanding and evaluation of character traits.
Outline of Chapters

In outline, in Chapter One 1 introduce common themes within traditional character-based
virtue ethics and establish why one may wish to defend such a view. This explains the
basic appeal of the view, justifying the need for a defence. In Chapter Two 1 consider an
alternative to the standard character-based virtue ethical view that was introduced in the
first chapter. It is important to reject this alternative to establish the appeal of the
traditional character-based view. This act-based alternative to virtue ethics is proposed by
Thomas Hurka (Hurka 2001, 2006). This chapter explains and analyses this view. The two
central arguments are that evaluation of acts is prior to evaluation of persons and that in
everyday moral evaluation of acts we do not take into account a person’s character. I argue
that this view is an important alternative account to consider because it evades recent
objections to the persistence of reliable character traits through time. I present five
objections to this account. First, as it is dependent upon a consequentialist account of

value, it faces some of the same issues faced by consequentialism. Secondly, it is not clear



that the virtuousness or viciousness of acts has conceptual priority. Thirdly, the value of
dispositions is unclear. Fourthly, it is not apparent that the value of occurrent states is
always greater than the value of dispositions. Finally, in everyday moral discourse we do
regard both actions and character as having moral value. I conclude that an act-based virtue
ethics does not provide an alternative to the character-based account. I propose that instead
individual actions ‘add up’ to general dispositions because character trait attributions are of

narrative form.

This conclusion means that the recent objections to virtue ethics, based upon social
psychological evidence, that character does not have the level of influence over action that
is required by virtue ethics will have to be addressed. In Chapter Three 1 consider and
reject Harman’s claim that virtue ethics is based upon an error theory about character traits.
This view attacks the notion of a stable character trait. It questions whether it is a person’s
character traits that determines his actions and argues that instead it is the particular
situation. Harman argues for the extreme view that there are no such things as character
traits. He thinks that in ordinary moral thought we are making the ‘fundamental attribution
error’ (1999b, 316). Harman explains this as meaning that we are making the error of
ignoring situational factors and assuming that actions are the result of someone’s character
traits. In making this argument, Harman denies that character traits can function as
explanations for action. A rejection of this view is important because, if Harman is correct,
doubt is cast upon the assumption behind traditional character-based virtue ethical
positions that people have character traits that explain their actions. I argue that his
argument fails upon two grounds. First, that the experimental evidence is open to
interpretation and that the most sensible interpretation does not support his conclusions.
Secondly, that there is some ambiguity around the notion of a character trait that needs to
be settled to establish whether the social psychologist has in mind the same phenomenon as
the virtue ethicist. Two questions emerge from this discussion: (i) ‘Might a more modest
argument based upon this evidence still cause a problem for a character-based virtue

ethics?’ and (ii) ‘What is a character trait?’

In Chapter Four 1 address Doris’s more moderate objection that although character traits
may exist, these character traits are fragmented and localised to specific situations, e.g.
sailing-in-rough-weather-courageousness. He claims that behaviour is very sensitive to the
particular situation and that the features of the situation are better predictors of future

behaviour than any considerations about character (Doris 2002). He argues for the



existence of ‘local’ traits that are stable over time and that are situation-particular. He
argues that these traits are too narrow to cause the differences in behaviour across
situations required by virtue ethics. In this chapter I review some of the literature that
responds to this account and suggest why these responses do not adequately deal with the
objection. These attack the appropriateness of the experiments, deny that they cause a
problem for the notion of character traditionally found in virtue ethics and accept his
conclusions about character traits and construct a virtue ethics around this conception of
character.! In the next two chapters I develop two of my own arguments against the

position that Doris sets out.

In Chapter Five 1 put forward my objection to a situationist ethics, challenging Doris’s
claim that features of situations primarily explain our actions. I interpret the situationist
position as claiming that explanatory reasons are features of situations. The explanations
for action used by Doris all refer to features of the situation to explain the agent’s action.
This suggests that the explanatory reason is the feature of the situation and not any desire
or belief of the agent. I argue that this commits him to a controversial theory of action,
such as that proposed by Dancy (Dancy 2000b). He argues that reasons for action are
features of situations. His argument has two unwelcome implications; (i) that what
explains an action need not obtain and (ii) that action explanations in terms of reasons are
not causal explanations. I challenge Dancy’s argument by questioning his notion of the
‘normative constraint’, a central assumption of his argument. I argue that this rests upon a
mistaken interpretation of Williams (Williams 1981). I offer a different interpretation of
Williams that allows the claim that normative reasons are facts to be compatible with the
claim that explanatory reasons are psychological states. However, this causes problems for
the situationist argument because the rejection of Dancy’s position involves commitment
to the claim that a motivating reason is constituted by a psychological state, so it is
psychological states of the agent that are of central importance in explaining action and not

primarily features of the situation.

In Chapter Six 1 question Doris’s notion of a local character trait by considering the
problems raised by analysing local character traits as conditional statements. This is
important because the local character trait is central to Doris’s explanation of human
actions. I consider some traditional problems with analysing dispositions as simple

conditional statements, before considering the alternative specific and probabilistic

! These include responses from Webber (2006a, 2006b), Sreenivasan (2002), Miller (2003), Annas (2003),
Merritt (2000), Goldie (2004b), and Vranas (2005).
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analysis provided by Doris. I evaluate the metaphysical problems of such an analysis,
before drawing on the work of Stuart Hampshire to question whether character trait
attributions are conditional statements at all (Hampshire 1953). I argue that even these
more localised traits seem open to generalisation and we appear to have no better reason to
use one generalisation over another. The problem that Doris faces is that by making his
notion of character more in line with the empirical evidence, he decreases the unification
of an individual’s character. By identifying character traits with specific situations Doris
seems to be denying us the ability to make any evaluative connection between the
fragments. Without a story to be told about how this may be done, the notion of a local
character trait does little more than reiterate the point that we need to take care over
attributing general character traits. I conclude with a proposal that character traits are best
defined as historical narratives. This connects with my proposal in Chapter Two that
individual actions add up to general dispositions because character trait attributions are of

narrative form.

In Chapter Five I rejected Dancy’s argument that features of the situation provide
explanatory reasons for our actions. In Chapter Seven 1 set out a positive account of
explanations of action, drawing upon Peter Goldie’s argument that we need a fuller
explanation of action such as that provided by historical narrative explanations (Goldie
2007). I agree with Goldie that narrative explanations are important because they give us a
more complete understanding of why a certain action was done, rather than a basic belief-
desire explanation that states only why an action made sense for the individual. Narrative
is emerging as of central importance to understanding both character trait attributions and
explanations of particular actions. Following on from the conclusions of Chapters Two, Six
and Seven, I set out my account of narratives to be defended over the subsequent three

chapters.

In Chapter Eight 1 argue that we cannot define the necessary and sufficient conditions for
something’s being a narrative. My methodology is to consider the definitions put forward
by Aristotle, E.M. Forster, David Velleman and Nogl Carroll (Aristotle Poetics; Forster
1927; Velleman 2003; Carroll 2001). I object to the claims that a complete narrative must
have a sfory with an end and that it must be told in time sequence are necessary conditions
for a narrative. I continue to object to Velleman’s argument that narratives are necessarily
emotive, claiming that the narrative can give rise to emotional understanding of the events

without necessarily evoking a particular emotion in the audience. Overall, I reject the idea



that we can specify the necessary and sufficient conditions of narrativity and argue that a

narrative is distinctive on the grounds of its general features.

Chapter Nine focuses on what type of knowledge we can obtain from historical narratives.
I agree with Velleman’s argument that the narrative structure itself generally gives rise to
an understanding of the events narrated over and above the causal relationships between
the events. I argue that a narrative will normally reveal something about how the narrator
feels, how the protagonists feel or how the audience should feel that is lacking from a
chronology of events and this information is in addition to the casual connections between
the events. I respond to the general sceptical claim that narratives do not provide us with
knowledge because they simplify things too much and find connections where perhaps
there are none, concluding that narratives are truth-apt and that they can provide the

audience with knowledge.

Chapter Ten develops my narrative account of character traits. I argue that character traits
are not constituted by a narrative, but that this does not lead to the conclusion that narrative
is inessential to understanding character traits. My argument depends upon a development
of an account of narrative whereby narrative is not constitutive of character traits i.e. the
narrative is about something, namely character traits, which have independent existence.
My account argues that narrative is important for understanding character traits because of
the knowledge and understanding that is derived from a narrative that could not be derived
by any other means. This account provides an alternative to the conception of character
trait attributions as conditional statements. It also provides an account of how a narrative

attribution of a character trait can give a full explanation of an action.
I conclude that a character trait attribution is best expressed as a historical narrative rather

than as a statement of a conditional disposition and that this definition provides a sound

foundation for a character-based ethics and for explanation and evaluation of actions.
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Chapter One: The appeal of virtue ethics

Introduction

In this chapter I first introduce common themes within traditional character-based virtue
ethics. I then continue to establish why one may wish to defend such a view. This outlines
the basic appeal of the view, justifying the need for a defence. I briefly explain virtue
ethics, defining three central concepts that will be drawn upon in later chapters; virtue,
practical wisdom and eudaimonia. I continue to put forward five arguments as to why one

should be a virtue ethicist thus providing a reason to defend and further develop the view.
1. What is virtue ethics?

There are three main modern normative approaches to ethics: deontology,
consequentialism and virtue ethics. Broadly speaking, deontological theories concentrate
upon moral rules that guide our actions, claiming that features of the actions themselves
have moral significance. Consequentialist theories, as the name suggests, concentrate on
the consequences of actions, arguing that it is the consequences that have moral
significance. Virtue ethics concentrates on moral character. Virtue ethics has ancient roots,
particularly in the work of Aristotle, but has been a growing theory in moral philosophy
since the late 1950’s. Elizabeth Anscombe’s paper ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, published

in 1958, led this revival of interest. Here she argues that:
In present-day philosophy an explanation is required how an unjust man is a bad man, or an
unjust action a bad one; to give such an explanation belongs to ethics; but it cannot even be
begun until we are equipped with a sound philosophy of psychology. For the proof that an
unjust man is a bad man would require a positive account of justice as a ‘virtue’. This part of
the subject matter of ethics is, however, completely closed to us until we have an account of
what type of characteristic a virtue is — a problem, not of ethics, but of conceptual analysis —

and how it relates to the actions in which it is instanced: a matter which I think Aristotle did

not succeed in really making clear (1958, 4-5).

What is the appeal of virtue ethics? In general, virtue ethics can be characterised as being
centred .upon the agent rather than upon acts. It focuses upon being the right sort of person
instead of the right actions to perform, hence addresses the question, ‘What sort of person
should I be?’ as opposed to the question ‘What types of action should I do?’ Of central

importance is the idea that ethics is complex rather than codified in rules and virtue ethics
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is best placed to accommodate this complexity. So, what exactly is a virtue and how does it

relate to moral deliberation and action?
i) Virtue

Virtue is a state of character. Aristotle lists the virtues as courage, temperance, generosity,
magnificence, magnanimity, pride, patience, truthfulness, wittiness and friendliness
(Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics). Each virtue has a corresponding vice, which can be either
an excess or lack of the characteristic. Others have subsequently created other lists, but this
thesis will not concentrate upon identifying the distinction between states of character and
other personality traits.2 Nor will it concentrate upon listing the set of virtues. The focus
will be upon the concept of virtue and its relation to action and explanation. A fully
virtuous person, according to Aristotle, is disposed to think, feel, choose, and act ‘at the
right timés, about the right things, towards the right people, for the right end, and in the
right way’ (Nicomachean Ethics 1106b2l). On this account the fully virtuous person

possesses all of the virtues.

ii) Practical wisdom

Of central importance to virtue ethics is practical wisdom. Practical wisdom, or phronesis,
is essential for getting things right. The virtuous person must have the wisdom to perform
the right action, for the right reason, in the right sort of circumstances. To explain what is
meant by practical wisdom, Rosalind Hursthouse gives the example of generosity (1999,
12-13). She says that to be generous means ‘giving the right amount of the right sort of
thing, for the right reasons, to the right people, on the right occasions’ (1999, 12). So, she
says, the ‘right amount’ will vary depending upon the circumstances; if I am poor, I am not
mean if I don’t give my family lavish Christmas presents and I am not ungenerous if I do
not support someone who is idle. On her account every virtue involves practical wisdom so
that the agent reasons correctly, given the circumstances, to the correct action. She argues
that we cannot obtain moral wisdom simply by being taught (1999, 59). This wisdom is not

easy to develop, involving practice over time.

If a person fails to act virtuously, this not only reveals that he lacks virtue but that his

reasoning is also faulty. This will be of central importance later when considering

? For a discussion of the differences between character traits, personality traits, habits, etc. see Goldie 2004b,

7-13.
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objections to a character-based account of ethics. It is relatively simple to identify
circumstances and actions, enabling experimentation and conclusions to be drawn.
However, it is not so easy to access the reasoning processes that link the circumstances and
the action. Yet the reasoning processes are an essential part of the moral evaluation of
people and behaviour under the character-based account, so the agent’s reasons for action

must be considered along with features of situations and actions.
iii) Eudaimonia

Eudaimonia is usually translated as ‘happiness’, ‘flourishing’ or ‘well-being’, but has no
clear modern meaning. Hursthouse identifies problems with each translation (1999, 9-10).
She thinks ‘flourishing’ is problematic because it can be applied to plants and animals as
well as rational beings, but rational beings flourish in a different way to plants and animals.
She argués that ‘happiness’ tends to have a subjective element as, generally, I identify
whether I am happy or that my life is happy and am not, in normal circumstances, mistaken
in this. She argues that ‘well-being’ is a problematic translation because it is not an
everyday term and does not have a corresponding adjective. However, I think that over the
intervening ten years, ‘well-being’ has become a more commonly used term in everyday
language, so I think that this may be the most appropriate translation as it avoids the

subjective connotations of ‘happiness’ and the non-rational attributions of ‘flourishing’.

Eudaimonia will not directly be a central theme of this thesis, so I shall briefly say
something about it here. Eudaimonia is important because the virtues are identified as
those character traits that a human being needs to live well. Michael Slote objects to
Hursthouse’s original characterisation of flourishing on the basis that Aristotle says that
‘human flourishing largely consists in acting virtuously from a virtuous character over a
sufficiently long life’ rather than it providing an independent ground for virtue (Hursthouse
1991 reference by Slote 1997, 207). He identifies the following problem with Hursthouse’s
position: a trait may be necessary for flourishing, and therefore a virtue, yet acting in
accordance with that trait on a particular occasion may in fact be inconsistent with his
flourishing. He gives the example of benevolence still being a virtue even though exercise
of this trait involves self-sacrifice. However, he argues that she does not provide an
account of why a trait that is necessary for flourishing is virtuous, yet flourishing is not the
basis for the virtuousness of particular actions. Why does flourishing ground traits as

virtuous, not individual acts? He argues that to be a distinctive theory, the virtue ethicist
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needs to argue that virtuous traits are ‘ethically fundamental’ and that judgements about
actions should be derived from these traits (1997, 209). This relationship between the
virtuousness of traits and the virtuousness of acts will be further explored in the next
chapter. This distinction and the relationship between traits and action will be a key

distinction in what follows.

In a later work, Hursthouse argues that virtue does not provide a necessary and sufficient
condition for eudaimonia, but that virtues are in general the best way of living well (1999,
172-4). She draws an analogy with health to explain this point. She gives the example of a
doctor recommending that one would benefit from giving up smoking, exercising more and
drinking moderately. She says that this is not a sufficient condition for living a long,
healthy life, as even if the agent follows this advice, he could still get ill. She argues that
similarly being virtuous is no guarantee of eudaimonia, but is still the best, most reliable
advice available. Neither is virtue a necessary condition of eudaimonia, according to
Hursthouse. She again draws an analogy with health, observing that there are many
counter-examples of people who do not follow their doctor’s advice yet still live long,
healthy lives. Similarly, she thinks virtue not necessary for well-being, giving the example
of a Nazi who escaped to South America and flourished. Hence eudaimonia does not
provide an independent justification or ground of virtue, but she does identify that, in

general, the virtuous life leads to well-being.

On this ground, Hursthouse thinks that virtue ethics has the potential to avoid the problems
of cultural relativism that can plague other theories. She thinks this because the virtues are
generally the best way of achieving eudaimonia, or the well-being, of all human beings. It
may be argued that happiness or well-being or flourishing is something that is relative to
the individual, but this is to misunderstand what is meant. It can instead be argued that
eudaimonia is a general concept applicable to all human beings, denoting what it is for a
human being, independent of circumstances, to flourish or be well. Martha Nussbaum
agrees with this approach, as she thinks that virtue ethics does not reduce to a concern with

localised norms because the concept of human flourishing applies to all humans, regardless

of circumstances (1999, 177).
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2. Why be a virtue ethicist?

This section suggests some reasons why one should be a virtue ethicist. First, I argue that
virtue ethics can best accommodate the complexity of everyday moral life. Secondly, 1
argue that it is an advantage of virtue theory that it focuses on more than how people act.
Thirdly, I argue that it removes the gap between reasoning and motivation that one often
finds in other theories. Fourthly, virtue theory can accommodate degrees of moral
understanding. Finally, I argue that it provides an appealing account of moral development,

not usually considered by other moral theories.

First, an advantage is that virtue ethics best accommodates the complexity of everyday
moral life. Starting with Anscombe’s paper in 1958 there has been a move to reject the

law-based ethics found in deontology and consequentialism. Anscombe argues that:
it would be a great improvement if, instead of ‘morally wrong’, one always named a genus
such as ‘untruthful’, ‘unchaste’, ‘unjust’. We should no longer ask whether doing something
was ‘wrong’, passing directly from some description of an action to this notion; we should ask

whether, e.g., it was unjust; and the answer would sometimes be clear at once (Anscombe

1958, 8-9).
Edmund Pincoffs agrees with this approach, picturing Aristotle’s primary ethical questions
as ‘what is the best kind of individual life?’ and ‘what qualities of character are possessed
by a man who leads such a life?” (Pincoffs 1971, 553). He pictures Aristotle as studying
types of men as ‘possible exemplars of the sort of life to be pursued or avoided” (1971,
553). He is not concerned with how we should act in particular difficult situations but with
how we should live. Pincoffs’ main claim is that ‘...reference to my standards and ideals is
an essential, not an accidental feature of my moral deliberation’ (1971, 564). He does not
think that we are morally evaluated in terms of how well we abide by certain rules setting
minimal limits on conduct, even though following those rules may be necessary for moral
worth. He does not think that moral evaluation should be reduced to consideration of how
conscientious a person is at following the rules; he thinks that other qualities are morally
important too. He claims that a law-based ethics reduces morality to conscientiousness and
that ethics is too focused on finding a rational ground for deciding what to do in situations
where it is difficult to know what to do. He argues that instead ethics should take into

account character and moral ideals before discussing decision-making.

Pincoffs does not think that morality is reducible to one essential characteristic. It may be

important that we are conscientious; following rules, creating new rules where none exist,
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and dealing with conflicts between rules. But, he asks, how do we make moral decisions
without already being a person of good moral character? He thinks that unless a person is
loyal, just, honest, sensitive to suffering, etc. moral dilemmas will not arise for him (1971,
567). He says ‘to grant that rule-responsibility is socially essential is not to grant that it is
the essence of morality, in that all other moral character traits can be reduced to or derived
from some form of this one’ (1971, 567). He also criticizes theories which concentrate on
the question of ‘usefulness’ when deciding what to do. He thinks that these theories also do
not take into account the moral character of the individual involved. He argues that we may
use rules to discover what is permissible or mandatory in a situation, but that this is not all
we need to consider when making a decision. He thinks that this is too narrow because we
also need to take into account the moral conception we have of ourselves: ‘It reduces the
topic of moral character to the topic of conscientiousness or rule-responsibility. But it gives
no account of the role of the character as a whole in moral deliberation; and it excludes
questions of character which are not directly concerned with the resolution of problems’

(1971, 571).

M. F. Burnyeat agrees with this type of approach, arguing that:
..the noble and the just do not, in Aristotle’s view, admit of neat formulation in rules or
precepts (cf. 1.3. 1094b14-16; 2.2, 1104a3-10; 5.10. 1137b13-32; 9.2. 1155a12-14). It takes an

educated person, a capacity going beyond the application of general rules, to tell what is

required for the practice of the virtues in specific circumstances (2.9. 1109b23; 4.5. 1126b2-4)

(1980, 72).
He thinks that ‘What Aristotle is pointing to is our ability to internalize from a scattered

range of particular cases a general evaluative attitude which is not reducible to rules or
precepts’ (1980, 72). He thinks that we should focus upon being °...the sort of person who
does virtuous things in full knowledge of what he is doing, choosing to do them for their

own sake, and acting out of a settled state of character (1105a28-33)’ (1980, 73).

The appeal of virtue ethics is that it focuses on these questions of character and its role in
moral deliberation. Virtue ethics is thus better placed to deal with complexity of morality
than deontology or consequentialism, recognising the difficulty of codifying moral
behaviour. Williams observed such complexity in moral life and argued that therefore
trying to develop a moral theory was inappropriate or misguided (Williams 1985). A key
question here is whether virtue ethics is really a theory. Some people argue that it isn’t a
rival theory, or at least not in the same way that consequentialism and deontology are

thought to be rivals, because it is interested in answering different questions. For example,
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Nussbaum argues that virtue ethics is not a distinctive approach to be contrasted with
consequentialism and deontology on two grounds. First, she thinks that it is not a
distinctive approach because both utilitarian and Kantian accounts provide a treatment of
virtue (Nussbaum 1999). She gives as examples of deontological treatments of virtue
Kant’s ‘Doctrine of Virtue’ in his The Metaphysics of Morals and John Rawls’s 4 Theory
of Justice, which place emphasis on virtue (1999, 165). She defends her claim that
utilitarians are also concerned with virtue on the grounds that Henry Sidgwick’s primary
concern in The Methods of Ethics is to argue that the virtues have a utilitarian basis and
that John Stuart Mill blends the concept of eudaimonia with his utilitarianism (1999, 165-
7). She questions whether ‘there is such a thing as “virtue ethics”, that this thing has a
definite describable character and a certain degree of unity, and that it is a major alternative
to both the Utilitarian and the Kantian traditions’ (1999, 164). Her argument is that because
virtue can be part of the utilitarian and deontological positions, it cannot be set up as a
position in ifs own right (1999, 167). She calls this a ‘category’ mistake because ‘lots of
people are, and have long been, writing and thinking about virtue within the Kantian and

Utilitarian traditions. Virtue ethics cannot, then, be an alternative to those traditions’ (1999,

200).

Secondly, Nussbaum argues that virtue ethics is not a distinctive approach because there is
limited unity between those who identify themselves as virtue ethicists and that even they
themselves deny that virtue ethics is a theory (1999, 168). She identifies three claims that
are common between virtue ethicists: first, that moral philosophy should be concerned with
the agent, as well as with choice and action; secondly, that moral philosophy should
therefore concern itself with character and with settled patterns of motive, emotion, and
reasoning; thirdly, that moral philosophy should focus not only on individual actions, but
also on overall patterns (1999, 170). She does not think these concerns are solely those of
the virtue ethicists, relying on the examples above to illustrate the concern of some
utilitarians and deontologists with these issues. She argues that virtue ethics has largely
emerged as an apparent third type of position because most virtue ethicists are opposed to
either utilitarian or Kantian positions (1999, 168-9). She thinks that these philosophers are
reacting to the emphasis on choice in much moral philosophy: ‘the competing normative
theories competed to give the best account of how one ought to choose in a complex

situation, and the competing metaethical theories vied to give the best account of what

? She specifically refers to On Liberty Chapter 3, where Mill discusses Greek ideals of self-development

(Mill 1978).
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ethical discourse and reasoning aimed at choice really were’ (1999, 171). However, despite
this ‘common ground’ she argues that there is no unity to this group of thinkers because
‘they have different targets and different positive views’ (1999, 200). For Nussbaum,
although this common ground is significant, its concerns can equally be pursued by

Kantians and utilitarians.

It is possible to reject Nussbaum’s arguments. First, that some Kantian and utilitarian
views can be demonstrated to have a concern with virtue does not undermine virtue ethics
as a separate approach. Where such views consider virtue, virtue has a supplementary or
complementary role to the central theory. The development of virtuous character will tend
to have instrumental value in that it is the best way of ensuring compliance with the moral
rules or demands of utility. Virtue ethics is a clearly different approach because it is virtue
that has intrinsic value and the value of any rules or concepts of happiness will be derived
from virtue. Secondly, this disagreement as to the role of virtue in moral theory supports
the claim that virtue ethics is a distinct theory in opposition to the other two positions.
Again, that some Kantian and utilitarian views can be demonstrated to have a concern with
virtue does not undermine virtue ethics as a separate approach because it is essential that
the theories are discussing the same issues for them to be in opposition at all. Finally, that
there is disagreement in approach between different virtue ethicists does not undermine
this as a category; Nussbaum herself even identifies some common ground. There seems to

be no more difficulty in categorising and summarising the views of virtue ethicists than

views of Kantians or utilitarians.

Hence, virtue ethics is in a position to take on board some of Williams’s concerns
regarding the complexity of moral life, yet provide a theoretical framework that can stand
in opposition to consequentialism and deontology. Slote agrees, identifying the distinctive
features of virtue ethics as being the agent-focus of virtue ethics and the use of aretaic
concepts (good, virtuous, etc.) rather than deontic concepts (right, duty, etc.) (Slote 1997).
He argues that virtue ethics does not provide exceptionless universal principles and does
not claim that there is a single way of resolving all moral issues (1997, 180). He thinks that
under a wider concept of ‘theory’, virtue ethics is still a theory, yet accommodates
Williams’s concern that moral issues cannot be resolved with a single, simple
methodology. It is an advantage of virtue ethics that it can accommodate the complexity of

moral life better than consequentialist and deontological approaches.
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Secondly, it is an advantage of virtue theory that it focuses on more than how people act.
Hursthouse argues that there is more to the concept of virtue than a tendency to act in
certain ways (1999, 11). She argues that the virtues have to be states of character because
one can give the appearance of being, say, an honest person without actually being an
honest person, so there must be something more to the concept of a virtue than merely
acting in a certain way. She gives as examples the expectation that a virtuous person will
act from certain reasons, he will act in a certain manner (e.g. unhesitatingly), we expect
him to have attitudes consistent with the trait (e.g. praise people for their honesty) and we
expect him to have corresponding emotions (e.g. distress at dishonesty). She further argues
that these characteristics are strongly entrenched, so any change has to happen slowly.

Barring unusual circumstances, such as brain damage, we cannot change overnight.

McDowell also approaches the question of how one should live through the concept of the
virtuous person (McDowell 1998). He argues for virtue being a type of knowledge, stating
that virtues are ‘states of character whose possessor arrives at right answers to a certain
range of questions about how to behave’ (1998, 51). This implies that there is some sort of
situation-relatedness built into the concept of character that is missing in the concept of a
rule. He says that a kind person has a ‘reliable sensitivity to a certain sort of requirement
that situations impose on behaviour’ (1998, 51). This places emphasis on both the situation
and ‘sensitivity’, a perceptual capacity. This sensitivity results in knowledge and he argues
that this knowledge from reliable sensitivity is necessary for possession of the virtue (1998,

52). The concept of the virtue does not have to enter his reasons for the actions, but could

be part of an explanation of his action.

L.A. Kosman argues that the virtues that feature in Aristotle’s view are not dispositions
solely towards certain type of action (1980, 104). He thinks that: ‘Throughout his
discussion of the moral virtues...Aristotle makes it clear that the activities for which virtues
are dispositions are of two sorts, actions and feelings...He rarely mentions virtue...with
respect to action alone, but rather in terms of this dual phrase’ (1980, 104). On this ground
he argues that ‘... Aristotle’s moral theory must be seen as a theory not only of how to acr
well but also of how to feel well; for the moral virtues are states of character that enable a
person to exhibit the right kinds of emotions as well as the right kinds of actions’ (1980,
105). He uses the example of the courageous person to illustrate his point. He says: ‘The
courageous person is one who is frightened by the right things, in the right way, in the right

circumstances, and so on, and who is not frightened when it is appropriate not to be’ (1980,
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108). He argues that such examples show that virtue is not merely a disposition towards a
certain appropriate action, e.g. courageous, in response to a feeling of fear, but that virtue
is a disposition towards the appropriate feeling itself (1980, 108-09). He concludes that

virtue is complex because it involves a characteristic set of feelings, as well as a

characteristic set of actions (1980, 109).

Williams argues that a virtue is a disposition of character to choose to act in certain ways
because ‘they are of a certain ethically relevant kind* (1985, 8-9). However, he agrees with
Kosman that ‘virtues are always more than mere skills, since they involve characteristic
patterns of desire and motivation. One can be a good pianist and have no desire to play, but
if one is generous or fair-minded, those qualities themselves help to determine, in the right
contexts, what one will want to do’ (1985, 9). He continues to argue that °...if an agent has
a particular virtue, then certain ranges of fact become ethical considerations for that agent
because he or she has that virtue’ (1985, 10). He thinks that ‘...for Aristotle a virtue was an
internalized disposition of action, desire and feeling. It is an intelligent disposition. It

involves the agent’s exercise of judgement, that same quality of practical reason, and so it

is not simply a habit’ (1985, 35-6).

It is an advantage of virtue ethics that it focuses on more than action, but does one need all
the virtues to truly act from any individual virtue? Aristotle claimed that to be fully

virtuous one must possess all the virtues. Do the virtues have to be unified? Williams

observes that:
...we accept, indeed regard as a platitude, an idea that Aristotle rejected, that someone can

have one virtue while lacking others. For Aristotle...practical reason required the dispositions
of action and feeling to be harmonized; if any disposition was properly to count as a virtue, it
had to be part of a rational structure that included all the virtues (1985, 36).
The fully virtuous person, for Aristotle, possesses all of the virtues and hence knows which

ends to pursue. If virtues are dispositions to act according to right reason, then someone
who only occasionally acts virtuously is indicating that his moral reasoning is poor. On this

account one cannot be said to have one virtue without also possessing all the others, but

this is disputed by modern philosophers.

Neera Badhwar considers why Aristotle’s claim that the virtues are unified is often
dismissed by modern philosophers (Badhwar 1996). She agrees with Williams that modern
philosophers tend to reject the Aristotelian view on the grounds that they think that certain

virtues are independent of each other. For example, Owen Flanagan argues that
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benevolence has no relation to courage, so it is possible to be benevolent but cowardly and
that similarly one could be courageous but intemperate (1991, 271). Flanagan further
argues that certain virtues are incompatible, so the idea that an individual could possess all

the virtues is incoherent.

Badhwar argues that although the virtues may be ‘disunited across different domains (areas
of practical concern)’ they are ‘united within domains’, so have limited unity (1996, 307).
She gives as an example an individual being kind towards her friends but not towards
strangers, but within the domain of friends she must also be generous, just, temperate,
courageous, etc. towards them (1996, 308). She argues this because one individual will not
have experience of all spheres of life, so will not be able to exercise his general virtue and
wisdom in all areas (1996, 315). She gives the example of a statesman who may ‘lack the
kind of practical understanding of children that is required of a wise caretaker because of
inexperience’ (1996, 315). She continues to argue that: ‘Conversely, someone who is wise
with children and household management in general may lack the kind of experience that
is necessary for wise statesmanship’ (1996, 315). So, even though both are in general
virtuous and wise, each lacks the experience of certain areas of life, hence Badhwar thinks
we must reject Aristotle's claim that practical wisdom is a unity. She thinks this because
‘no one has experience of all areas of life’, so we would have to ‘conclude that no one has
any practical wisdom’ (1996, 315). However, Richard Sorabji argues that ¢...the virtues are
not separate, for courage is not a matter of facing any danger for any reason but of facing
the right danger for the right reason (e.g. 3.7 1115b15-20). And what is right here depends
partly in the claims of other virtues...” (1980, 207). So according to his interpretation one
cannot be virtuous in one sphere of life but not in others because the virtues span all

situations.

" In general, virtues are states of character that dispose a person to think, feel, choose, and
act in the right way. It is clear that the virtues that feature in Aristotle’s view are not
dispositions only towards action, but also towards thinking, feeling and choosing. That a
virtue is more than a disposition to act will be important for my account of character to be
developed later in this thesis. What is unclear is whether to be, for example courageous,

one also needs to possess all the other virtues. The interplay between different virtuous

character traits will be a recurrent theme throughout my thesis.
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Thirdly, a key appeal of virtue theory is that it potentially appears to resolve some of the
tensions between identifying what is right or good and the motivation to pursue such ends.
On McDowell’s view ‘genuine deliverances of the sensitivity involved in virtue would
necessitate action’ (1998, 56). Under such an understanding a virtuous person has the
required sensitivity to the salient features of the situation, providing a reason to act in a
certain way. And because this is a virtuous person this is just how they act. They do not
deliberate as to whether the action falls under a certain rule or whether it maximises
consequences to identify whether it is good or right and then consider whether they are
motivated to act in accord with this belief. The fully virtuous agent knows what the
appropriate action would be in a particular situation and is motivated to act in accord with

this belief because they are the type of person who acts in such ways. This removes the gap

between reason and related motivational problems.

It may be challenged that virtue ethics cannot provide an explanation of moral dilemmas;
there is not always a most appropriate or ‘best> course of action. First, it is open to debate
as to whether there are irresolvable dilemmas. If such dilemmas exist, then of course virtue
ethics will not be able to provide a resolution for every case, even for the fully virtuous
agent. If in principle all moral dilemmas are resolvable, then virtue ethics can present a
similar response to that of the deontologist. In cases where different virtues conflict, this is
only an apparent conflict, in the same way that the deontologist can argue that where
different rules conflict, this is merely an apparent conflict. Where the agent perceives a

conflict between two or more virtues he will have to exercise practical wisdom to ascertain

whether one outranks the other in this particular situation.

Fourthly, virtue theory allows for degrees of moral understanding. As outlined above,
under Aristotelian views, the fully virtuous person must possess all the virtues (unity of the
virtues). One virtue cannot operate in isolation; e.g. acting kindly may not be the right act
because acting fairly is, and this cannot be identified without the possession of both
virtues. We can, of course, talk about the virtues of the non-fully virtuous person in
isolation, as the virtues can be possessed to varying degrees of completeness, even if we
need sensitivity to all the virtues to properly assess a given situation. Hence, a person can

be more or less virtuous, depending upon how developed the person is; virtuousness is a

matter of degree.

There are some parallels here with the particularist argument against generalisations
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(Dancy 2004). This states that if you have a full set of moral rules which apply to all
situations, then these rules will issue conflicting reasons. This argument could be applied
to the unity of the virtues; if you have a full set of virtues which apply across all situations,
then these virtues will issue conflicting reasons, so surely virtues issue conflicting reasons
just as do rules? However, under McDowell’s characterisation of virtue ethics, such an
objection does not apply. For example, he says ‘this reason is apprehended, not as
outweighing or overriding any reasons for acting in other ways, which would otherwise be
constituted by other aspects of the situation (the present danger, say), but as silencing
them’ (1998, 56). Virtue ethics admits the importance of moral wisdom; i.e. the fully
virtuous person does not weigh different reasons from different virtues to decide action,
but has a virtuous person’s view of the situation ‘in which considerations that would
otherwise appeal to one’s will are silenced, but nevertheless allow those considerations to
make themselves heard by one’s will’ (1998, 56). The majority of this thesis will
concentrate upon these issues. What is the relationship between virtue and the situation?

What are the reasons a virtuous person acts upon? How does virtue explain action?

A final advantage of virtue ethics, following on from the previous point, is that ir is
additionally appealing because it provides an account of moral development, through
habituation and practice. It takes seriously the idea that we develop from children into
moral adults and allows for such progression. An individual can be virtuous to a greater or
lesser degree, depending upon their stage of development. Burnyeat thinks that: ‘What
calls for explanation is how some people acquire continence or, even better, full virtue,
rather than why most of us are liable to be led astray by our bodily appetites or unreasoned
evaluative responses. It is no accident that Aristotle gives as much space to the akratic as a
type of person as to isolated akratic actions’ (1980, 85). He continues to argue that the less
than fully virtuous person has a ‘conflict in terms of stages in the development of his
character which he has not yet completely left behind’ (1980, 85). This is appealing in a
moral theory as often such theories are directed at the fully developed ‘moral agent’ with

little attention paid as to how this development occurred. Instead, here the focus is on how

one develops the character of a fully virtuous person.

Others have developed accounts of moral development based upon deontological
principles. For example, Lawrence Kohlberg argues that we learn moral obligation through
stages (Kohlberg 1981). He argues that there are three levels, each comprising two stages.

The lowest or ‘preconventional’ level is the level at which the meaning of ‘right’ and
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‘wrong’ is defined in subjective, egoistic and prudential terms. The middle or
‘conventional stage’ is the level at which what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ is whatever an
authority figure says. The highest or ‘post conventional’ level is the level at which ‘right’
and ‘wrong’ are objective universalizable standards, similar to those of Kantian morality.
This is a sequential process and Kohlberg argues that moral obligation has its basis in
conventional obligation, so learning social rules would precede learning morality.
However, it is not clear that there are such stages of moral development. I do not think that
we have to pass through all these stages before we can use concepts such as the Golden
Rule. Parents often reason with children by saying such things as ‘how would you like it if
someone pulled your hair/ ripped the leg off your doll/...?” We also learn concepts such as
fairness at a very early age. Two children when trying to divide something fairly between
them may adopt the ‘I divide, you choose’ policy. Virtue ethics defines no rigid stages,

allowing for simultaneous development of social and moral wisdom.

Conclusion

I have argued that a traditional character-based virtue ethics is worth defending for several
reasons. Virtue ethics is a genuine alternative to deontology and consequentialism and it
best accommodates the complexity of everyday moral life. There is no gap between
reasoning and motivation and it provides an appealing account of moral development. For
these reasons, it is a theory worthy of defence and development. It is a distinctive view
because it takes the person as the fundamental unit of moral evaluation, whereas

deontological views prioritise the evaluation of individual acts and consequentialism

prioritises evaluation of the world, or aggregations of acts.

Both practical wisdom and virtuous traits can only be gained through experience and
practfce. The virtuous person not only possesses the virtuous traits, but has the wisdom to
perform the right action, for the right reason, in the right sort of circumstances. Actions,
reasons for action, circumstances and the character of the individual are all of equal
importance to the virtue ethical account. The relationship between these four factors and
their role in explanation and evaluation of action will be central themes that recur
throughout this thesis. This acknowledgement that it is not only individual acts or only
circumstances that have priority in moral evaluation is what marks virtue ethics as

distinctive and gives it the resources to reflect the complexity of real-life moral evaluation

and explanation.

24



The next chapter will consider and reject an alternative to this view, an act-based virtue
ethics. Rejection of this alternative is important to establish character as of central
importance to virtue ethics, thus clearly delineating it from other ethical theories.
Subsequent chapters will consider the situationist objection to character-based virtue
ethics. McDowell argues that ‘a kind person can be relied on to behave kindly when that is
what the situation requires’ (1998, 51). The situationist objection disagrees with this claim,
so must be rejected to maintain the link between character and action required by virtue

ethics. Later chapters will develop my positive account of how this link is to be

maintained.
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Chapter Two: Are acts the foundation of virtue theory?

Introduction

The argumentative aim of this chapter is to consider whether acts rather than dispositions
are the foundation of virtue theory. I analyse Hurka’s alternative account that states that
virtues are appropriate attitudes to intrinsic goods and evils rather than dispositions. I argue
that this account does not provide an adequate alternative to a traditional disposition based
virtue ethics because it does not adequately distinguish itself from a sophisticated form of
consequentialism. Further, it does not tackle the question of whether these attitudes are
best cultivated by developing the appropriate dispositions or whether they are best
cultivated by some other means, such as detailed attention to the situation. I consider W.D.
Ross’s argument that although the virtuousness of acts is primary, virtuous dispositions
also have some intrinsic value as dispositions. However, I argue that if we fit character into
the occurrent-state view it is unclear what role such dispositions are playing. I conclude
that there is some appeal to the idea that our everyday moral assessments of particular acts

do not depend upon persistent character traits, yet I wish to find a method of consistently

retaining the intrinsic value of virtuous character.
1. Why object to the traditional disposition based virtue ethics?

Hurka defines two uses of the concepts of virtue and vice (2006, 69-70). He thinks that the
concepts are applied at a global level when virtue or vice is attributed to people or their
stable character traits. He thinks that we also apply the concepts at a local level to the
specific acts or mental states of individuals, so a particular act, motive or desire can also be
virtuous or vicious. He argues that of course these two uses are connected, because we
expect a virtuous person to have virtuous character traits and desires and for them to
perform virtuous actions. He identifies two different methods of making this connection.
The first he calls the dispositional view; according to which the global use of the concepts
of virtue and vice is primary and what are considered virtuous acts and desires derive from
these dispositions. He attributes the dispositional view to Aristotle because of his
requirement that a virtuous act has to be done ‘from a firm and unchanging state’ rather
than from changeable, temporary motives (Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1105a27-b1). He
takes this view to need an independent definition of a virtuous character trait from which to

derive an account of virtuous acts and desires. The second he calls the ‘occurrent-state
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view’ according to which the local use of the concepts of virtue and vice is primary and

virtuous dispositions are identified as those that give rise to such occurrent virtuous acts

and desires.*

Hurka thinks that the distinction between the two views is important because they disagree
about particular cases. He gives the example of a person promoting the pleasure of another
‘from an occurrent desire for that pleasure for its own sake’ even though the person ‘does
not normally have such desires and therefore now acts out of character’ (2006, 70). Under
the occurrent-state view, this action would be considered virtuous because it derives from a
virtuous motive. However, the dispositional view would not consider this action virtuous

because it does not derive from a stable character trait.

Hurka thinks that in our everyday use of moral concepts we judge a particular act based
upon the motive behind it. He thinks that in applying such judgements we refer only to the
occurrent states of the perpetrator: ‘that attribution concerns only her current motives, apart
from any connection to longer-lasting traits’ (2006, 71). He thinks that when making an
everyday judgement we do not take into account the behaviour of the person at other times
when making a judgement about the virtuousness of this particular act. He identifies the
core disagreement between the two views as being over whether it is dispositions that are
primarily good or whether it is the occurrent states. For Aristotle, occurrent states are

virtuous when they are grounded in a virtuous disposition, so dispositions are identified as

primarily good.

Given that our everyday evaluation of actions does not appear to take into account an
individual’s behaviour on other occasions, Hurka questions whether an act performed from
an occurrent motive is worse than one that issued from a stable trait. He says ‘we must
imagine two acts with the same occurrent motive, say, the same desire for another’s
pleasure for its own sake, with the same motivational force, but where one desire issues

from a stable trait of character and the other does not’ (2006, 73). He sees no reason for the

former act to be more valuable than the latter.

4 Judith Jarvis Thomson also puts forward an alternative act-based view (Harman and Thomson 1996;
Thomson 1997). She uses the example of being just and asks what is it that all entities that are just have in
common and whether there are entities that are just only by derivation (1997, 280). She argues that acts are
prior; for example, being just is what all just acts have in common and that people are just derivatively
because just people are those who perform just acts. She thinks that the act being just has metaphysical
priority. For example, the character trait of being generous consists in proneness to perform generous acts

(1997, 281).
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Hurka considers whether an advocate of the dispositional view can object on the grounds
that an in-character motive cannot be the same as an out-of-character motive. He thinks
that an advocate of the dispositional view could try to defend his position by arguing that
an out-of-character motive could occur on a whim, whereas the in-character motive derives
from a stable and deep motivational force that has value. He rejects this objection on the
grounds that stability and depth of motivation are not necessarily connected. He says
‘someone can be stably disposed to act from a motive that is quite weak, so long as the
motives that ever oppose it are weaker’ (2006, 74). He also rejects this objection on the
grounds that a connection between stability and depth does not provide evidence for
dispositions. To support this claim he says ‘a soldier who has previously been timorous can
now want to save his comrades...and can care deeply enough about doing so that he
sacrifices his life’ (2006, 74).> He thinks that the dispositional view is treating dispositions
as evidence for depth and strength in occurrent states, but rather the primary intrinsic value

is being found in those occurrent states.

Hurka thinks that when we make everyday global judgements about virtue, such as saying
that ‘a given person is brave or has the standing trait of generosity’ we derive those
judgements from ‘local judgements about the virtuousness of particular acts, desires, and
feelings, and takes those states’ virtuousness to be independent of any tie to dispositions’
(2006, 74). He does not think that our everyday use of the concepts of virtue and vice
places dispositions at the centre of our evaluation of certain acts (2006, 75). A virtue
ethicist would dispute that when we make a judgement about virtue we are deriving this
judgement from evaluations of particular acts and desires. They would argue that when we
make such a judgment in everyday morality we are meaning to attribute a certain
disposition to an individual. There is some disagreement here as to what our ‘everyday’

use of virtue and vice concepts entails, which will not be easily resolved.
2. What is Hurka’s alternative to a traditional virtue ethicist theory?
Hurka argues for a position that gives virtue intrinsic value, but argues that this value is

consequentialist. He defines consequentialism as the claim that right actions are identified

by the quantity of good and evil in their outcome (2001, 4). Under such a theory, he says,

3 Harman agrees with the general position that ‘we use the terminology of particular virtues and vices not
only to specify character traits but also to describe particular acts’ (1999a, 4). He thinks ‘that a person who is
not generally honest or dishonest may yet act honestly or dishonestly on a particular occasion’ (1999a, 4). He
agrees with this approach, starting with the virtue or vice of particular actions rather than with the virtue or

vice of the character traits that the person possesses.
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right action is defined in terms of central properties of good and evil, and good is defined
as what people have reason to desire (2001, 4-5). The aim of his argument is to show that

virtue is intrinsically good and that, therefore, people have reason to desire it.

He develops what he calls a recursive characterisation of good and evil, which has seven
main clauses:

1. Certain states of affairs other than virtue are intrinsically good; he includes pleasure,
knowledge, and achievement in this category (2001, 11-12).

2. Recursive attitude: ‘if x is intrinsically good, loving x (desiring, pursuing, or taking

pleasure in x) for itself is also intrinsically good’ (2001, 13).

He characterises loving x as having a ‘positive orientation’ towards it in one’s attitudes:
‘one can love x by desiring or wishing for it when it does not obtain, by actively pursuing
it to make it obtain, or by taking pleasure in it when it does obtain’ (2001, 13). By loving x
for itself, he means that we love x ‘for its own sake’, regardless of what consequences x
may have (2001, 14).

3. Certain states of affairs other than vice are intrinsically evil; he includes pain, false
belief, and failure in the pursuit of achievement in this category (2001, 15).

4. Recursive attitude: ‘if x is intrinsically evil, loving x for itself is also intrinsically evil’
(2001, 16).

5. Recursive attitude: ‘if x is intrinsically good, hating x (desiring, pursuing x’s not
obtaining or being pained by x’s obtaining) for itself is intrinsically evil’ (2001, 16).

6. Recursive attitude: ‘if x is intrinsically evil, hating x for itself is intrinsically good’
(2001, 16).

7. Instrumental clause: “if x is intrinsically good because it promotes intrinsic good y,
loving x because it promotes y is intrinsically good’ (2001, 17). This clause allows us to

love x as a means and that loving such a means is itself intrinsically good.

He continues to use the recursive characterisation of good and evil to define virtue and
vice. He says, ‘the moral virtues are those attitudes to goods and evils that are intrinsically
good, and the moral vices are those attitudes to goods and evils that are intrinsical]y evil’
(2001, 20). So, under his definitions, virtues are appropriate attitudes to intrinsic goods and
evils rather than dispositions. Such a definition of virtue and vice in terms of attitudes
places those attitudes in the explanatory role when explaining our actions, rather than
dispositions. He argues that this account is similar to the Aristotelian account in that the

value of the attitude depends upon the value of its object (2001, 23-4). Aristotle says
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‘activities differ in respect of goodness and badness, and some are worthy to be chosen,
others to be avoided, and others neutral, so, too, are the pleasures, for to each activity there
is a proper pleasure. The pleasure proper to a worthy activity is good and that proper to an
unworthy activity bad’ (Nicomachean Ethics 1175b24-30 cited by Hurka 2001, 23). Hurka
interprets this to mean that, for Aristotle, pleasure itself has no intrinsic value, but that
pleasure in good activity is intrinsically good. However, Hurka identifies two differences
between his own account and that of Aristotle. First, Aristotle does not argue that being
pleased by another’s good action is also good because his account centres upon an
individual’s own action. And secondly, Aristotle’s account only claims that a good action
can be the object of a good pleasure, whereas Hurka believes that further pleasure in that

good pleasure can be good, i.e. good pleasure can itself be an object of pleasure, not just

good action.

Hurka argues that the recursive characterization of good and evil and the definition of
virtue and vice ‘contain attractive general principles, make attractive particular claims, and
use the former to explain and illuminate the latter’ (2001, 29). He thinks that the recursive
characterisation of good and evil has merit because the idea that it is intrinsically good to
desire what is intrinsically good has intuitive appeal (2001, 30). He thinks that our
common view of morality does consider that a good desire can be an object of desire. He
thinks that his definition of vice and virtue also has merit because it fits with our
understanding of virtues as desirable states of persons (2001, 40). He says ‘it gives virtue
an active form, involving a person’s intentional behaviour’ (2001, 41). He also thinks that

it captures what makes an action virtuous: ‘because of their connection to inner states such

as motives and desires’ (2001, 41).

He continues to consider whether it is a problem that his account of virtue and vice does
not involve stable dispositions (2001, 42). He characterises his definition of virtue as
treating it ‘atomistically’, ‘finding it in occurrent desires, actions and feelings regardless of
their connection to more permanent traits of character’ (2001, 42). He thinks that it would
be possible to amend his account to include dispositions: ‘alongside the values in occurrent
attitudes to goods and evils, there are further intrinsic values in dispositions to have these
attitudes’ (2001, 42). He thinks that making such an amendment would allow his account
to state that ‘there is a separate and greater value in occurrent good attitudes...but it

can...find some value and virtue in appropriate dispositions’ (2001, 43). So, it could to
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some extent agree with the Aristotelian picture in that it can recognise the intrinsic value of

virtuous dispositions.

However, Hurka does not agree with Aristotle that virtuous action has to issue from a
stable disposition. He thinks that if an individual acts kindly from a stable disposition to be
kind and another acts kindly once, he thinks that each action is equally kind and therefore
virtuous. He thinks it possible that the first individual who has a disposition to be kind will,
based upon this disposition, act kindly on many other occasions, so on this ground he may

be considered more virtuous than the latter individual. He argues that:

...on any view, A’s disposition is at least instrumentally good. And we have just allowed that

his disposition may be to a degree intrinsically good, that is, good just as a disposition...A’s

kind action may be accompanied by more valuable actions at other times in his life and by a

more valuable disposition now, but I do not see that it is any better in itself (2001, 43).
This may be true, but the debate has shifted. What is of central importance is the question
above of what is the best account of the value of these things. Hurka believes that virtue is
found in occurrent attitudes, as well as in dispositions. Dispositions have mainly
instrumental value in causing a person to act well on more occasions, but the value of the
individual acts comes from the individual occurrent states, not the disposition. This is the

central claim and I shall consider this idea in more detail later.

Hurka argues that another advantage of his recursive account is that it can be amended to
accommodate degrees of virtue and vice. He thinks that the intensity of a desire can differ
and that the intensity of an attitude can affect its value and that the objects of attitudes can
have different values, hence some attitudes are more virtuous than others (2001, 58). He
argues that ‘if what is good is responding appropriately to values, one should respond more
intensely to what has greater value’ (2001, 60). He considers a linear view according to
which more intense loves of goods are always better (2001, 60-2). He identifies a problem
-with a simple linear account of the intensity of values in that it would give indifference a
zero value, being neither good nor bad (2001, 62-3). He does not think that this is correct
because indifference can be evil; he gives the example of imagining ‘that B knows A is
suffering intense pain but feels no compassion whatsoever for A...His indifference to
another’s evil seems to involve not just the absence of a good response, but the presence of
a bad one’ (2001, 63). To avoid this problem, he adds two clauses to his recursive account:
8. ‘If x is intrinsically good, being indifferent to x (neither loving nor hating x when, given
one’s cognitive states, one could do so) for itself is intrinsically evil’ (2001, 63).

9. ‘If x is intrinsically evil, being indifferent to x for itself is intrinsically evil’ (2001, 63).
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He continues to argue that to maintain a scale of value, if we believe indifference to be
intrinsically evil, we must maintain that ‘very mild loves of goods and hatreds of evils,
even if appropriately oriented, can be intrinsically evil’ (2001, 64). He suggests that there
is a threshold at which the intensity of an attitude becomes appropriate, so the two new
clauses need to be rewritten to make not just indifference intrinsically evil, but also
inadequate love and hatred intrinsically evil. Given such a view, he considers how one
should divide love between different goods. He argues that the proportionality view of
division give the best account: ‘the best division of love between two goods is

proportioned to their degrees of goodness, with as much more for the greater good as its

value exceeds that of the lesser’ (2001, 68).

He analyses whether the linear view, according to which more intense loves of goods are
always better, is correct. He argues that the non-linear asymptotic view gives a better
account of how a more intense love of a good is always better than a less intense love
(2001, 71). This account claims that the value of an increase in intensity gets smaller as the
love’s intensity increases. The value of the increase in intensity approaches zero, so there is
an upper limit on the value love of that good can have. He argues that this view is
compatible with the proportionality view of division, outlined above. He thinks that an
advantage of the asymptotic view is that ‘appropriately oriented attitudes can be in some
way excessive’ (2001, 74). He argues that this is accommodated because a person who

loves a trivial good very intensely is not directing her love to greater goods that would be

intrinsically better.

He thinks that another advantage of the asymptotic view is that it can accommodate the
idea that attitudes to the neutral are themselves neutral, yet can be evil in combination with
other attitudes. He gives the example of ‘her desire for fame is in itself neutral, but its
being more intense than her desire for knowledge makes for evil in her attitudes as a
combination’ (2001, 89). On these grounds, he also adds to his account a further clause, the
proportionality principle, which states that “if x is n times as intrinsically good as y, loving
x for itself any more or less than n times as intensely as y is intrinsically evil as a
combination’ (2001, 84). He argues that the combination of the recursive clauses, the
asymptotic view about the degrees of value in individual attitudes and the proportionality
principle about the degrees of value in combinations of attitudes give us a series of
attractive claims about attitudes. He thinks that the recursive clauses are important so that

‘certain attitudes, such as loving goods and hating evils, are intrinsically good and others
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intrinsically evil’ (2001, 91). He thinks that the asymptotic view is attractive because it
allows that ‘an intrinsically good attitude can be instrumentally evil if, by being
disproportionally intense, it prevents a person from having another, better attitude’ (2001,
91). And that, given the proportionality principle, ‘an intrinsically good but
disproportionate attitude can be instrumentally evil in the stronger sense of making for

intrinsic evil in a person’s combination of attitudes as a combination’ (2001, 91).
3. Problems with Hurka’s account

This section introduces five problems with Hurka’s account. First, as it is dependent upon a
consequentialist account of value, it faces some of the same issues faced by
consequentialism. Secondly, it is not clear that the virtuousness or viciousness of acts has
conceptual priority. Thirdly, the value of dispositions is unclear. Fourthly, it is not apparent
that the value of occurrent states is always greater than the value of dispositions. Finally, in

everyday moral discourse we do regard both actions and character as having moral value.

First, this is not a distinct virtue theory, but a sophisticated form of consequentialism.
Therefore, this theory faces some of the same problems faced by consequentialism. Hurka
argues against the view that virtue is a more important good than any other. He summarises
his claim in the comparative principle: ‘the degree of intrinsic goodness or evil of an
attitude to x is always less than the degree of goodness or evil of x’ (2001, 133). An
implication of this principle is that the sum of hundreds of compassionate attitudes can
outweigh an evil. Hurka accepts the conclusion about numbers, but I am not convinced that
this is an implication that we should accept. The value of attitudes does not seem to
aggregate in this way; each individual compassionate attitude is a lesser good than the
pain, or at least it can be, in many different scenarios that we can easily imagine. This
remains so even if there are hundreds of people with this attitude. He argues that
compassionate pain can sometimes be on balance evil and that this fits our practice of
sometimes not revealing our hurts to friends (2001, 145 and 149). He argues that

compassionate pain is good as an attitude to its object, but bad as a pain, so if intense, can

be on balance evil.

I don’t think that this is true; the intense compassionate pain will be good if it is the
appropriate attitude to the object i.e. the amount of good and amount of pain will intensify

in tandem. If the pain is more intense than the good, the attitude is inappropriate, so is itself
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bad. Yes, we sometimes decide not to reveal our hurts to friends because it will cause them
pain, but if we did reveal our hurts, their painful response would be appropriate and
therefore good, even though painful. Life is more complicated than Hurka allows for, as is
friendship. The compassionate pain itself is never on balance evil, but we can decide not to
put people in a situation where it would be appropriate to feel this. A situation with no
compassionate pain is better than one that contains compassionate pain, but we are
withholding the truth from our friends about a serious hurt and, if it ultimately comes to
light, they will feel more pain for not having been told. So although we do withhold hurts
from our friends, perhaps this in itself is, or could be, bad, because by trying to protect
them from pain we cause more pain. We are withholding knowledge, which is in itself
intrinsically good, according to Hurka. It is the false belief caused by withholding the
knowledge being a good that causes the problem here, not the belief that the compassion

will be more painful than good. If the hurt was not serious, it is not clear that our friends’

compassion would be painful at all.

Hurka suggests that we can avoid the conclusion that pleasure in great evil, such as the
Holocaust, can be on balance good by making pleasure asymptotic: ‘the value of an extra

unit of intensity in a pleasure gets smaller as the pleasure’s intensity increases, diminishing

asymptotically toward zero’ (2001, 151). He argues that
if the recursive account retains a linear view of pain and holds that the maximum value of an
attitude is always the same fraction of its object’s value, it holds that the moral evil of loving a

pain that is considerably more intense is always considerably greater...some pleasures in pain

can never be on balance good (2001, 151).
This may work for the good of pleasure, but what about knowledge and achievement?

Does the value of an extra unit of these diminish as the level of knowledge or achievement

increases?

Hurka does not think the value of an attitude of pleasure is affected if it is based upon a
false belief (2001, 162). I find this idea a little confusing, for if knowledge and true belief
is an intrinsic good, it would seem that an attitude towards a false belief must also itself be,
to a certain extent, bad, hence its value is detrimentally affected. Yes, the pleasure may still
be good, but overall the situation is bad because of the false belief. It is unclear whether
one intrinsic good, such as pleasure, can be valued independently of the others. I would
argue that the truth or falsity of the belief seems very important to the pleasure. Pleasure
has most value if it is based upon a true belief; the good value of the pleasure diminishes if
based upon a false belief. If the pleasure in question is evil, this does not diminish if based
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upon a false belief, as here we have a situation containing two evils, false belief and
inappropriate pleasure. I think that Hurka ultimately agrees with these concerns when he
says that “...in many cases of moral error...there is at least a lack of serious attention to
questions of value that involve some vice of moral indifference’ (2001, 178-80). In this
case, there may be some small good in an attitude, but this is outweighed by the content of
the belief. So the value of an attitude of pleasure is not affected if the belief is false, but the
overall value of the attitude will be evil because of the content of the belief or moral
indifference. However, my question remains as to whether we can value the pleasure
independently of other attitudes. Later Hurka claims that ‘if an attitude is one of loving, it
is good because its object is good’ (2001, 189). Why doesn’t this apply to false beliefs: if
one has a loving attitude towards a bad object (i.c. a false belief), then this loving attitude
is itself bad because the object (the false belief) is bad. The love of the object cannot be

good because the object is bad.

My second main criticism concerns the conceptual priority of the moral status of acts. It is
not clear that the virtuousness or viciousness of acts has conceptual priority. Hurka is
attacking a particular Aristotelian version of virtue ethics. However, his account does not
fully challenge this position because it does not tackle the question of whether occurrent
attitudes are best cultivated by developing the appropriate dispositions or whether they are
best cultivated by some other means, such as detailed attention to the situation. He argues
that virtue may have practical value, as being of good character may be the best way of
ensuring that people have the correct occurrent attitudes (2001, 3). Under this
interpretation, the character trait of, for example, being kind has a causal relationship with
behaviour because it causes me to think and feel in certain ways, which leads me to act in
certain ways. This position retains an explanatory role for character traits. Yet, if virtue
does have practical significance under this view, then it does not appear to escape the
situationist objection that character does not always have the desired effect on our actions.

Even if his position is correct, it is no better off against situationist attacks and that is my

main concern.

Thirdly, Hurka argues that an individual who has a disposition to be kind will act kindly on
many occasions. On this ground, this person may be considered more virtuous than an
individual who lacks this disposition; hence virtuous traits have instrumental value. The
occurrent states are good, but the best way of ensuring that you have the appropriate

desires and act in the appropriate ways is to have a stable disposition to do so. He suggests
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it is of no intrinsic importance if a virtuous disposition is a means to produce good,
characterising it as having only ‘derivative and instrumental significance’ (2001, 3). He
thinks that ‘virtue may be crucial practically, if inculcating it is the best means of ensuring

that people fulfil their moral responsibilities. But theoretically it has no intrinsic

importance’ (2001, 3).

Hurka further argues that a ‘disposition fnay be to a degree intrinsically good, that is, good
just as a disposition’ (2001, 43). So a person with the disposition to act kindly is more
virtuous than an individual who does not have this disposition even if neither of them is
currently acting. He argues that the occurrent states view is consistent with finding value in
virtuous dispositions (2006, 73). However, if we fit dispositions into the occurrent-state
view, as Hurka suggests we might, it is unclear what role such dispositions are playing. If
both virtuous dispositions and acts have intrinsic value, it is unclear as to why evaluations
of acts are primary. Are dispositions primarily good or the occurrent states? Could it be
that the occurrent states are good, but the best way of ensuring that you have the
appropriate desires and act in the appropriate ways is to have a stable disposition to do so?

The stable disposition has derivative and instrumental value, but might we also

intrinsically value virtuous individuals?

Hurka bases his account of the occurrent states view being compatible with the view that
virtuous dispositions have intrinsic value on an interpretation of W.D. Ross, who said that
‘the state of mind of a habitually unselfish person is intrinsically better than that of a
habitually selfish one even when neither is exercising his disposition’ (Ross 1939, 291-92
cited in Hurka 2006, 73). Ross argues that virtuous dispositions and actions are
intrinsically good. He thinks that actions (or dispositions to act) from morally good
motives have intrinsic goodness. He lists these morally good motives as being ‘the desire
to do one’s duty, the desire to bring into being something that is good, and the desire to
give pleasure or save pain to others’ (1930, 134). He thinks that such actions and
dispositions have value apart from their consequences. He argues this to be the case as, if
there were two worlds that contained exactly the same amount of pleasure, but in one the

people were virtuous and in the other vicious, we would think the former a better world.

Hurka interprets Ross as arguing that the local uses of traits as applied to particular acts or
mental states are primary. By taking this use to be primary, Hurka thinks that Ross defines

virtuous dispositions as ‘dispositions to perform virtuous acts and to have virtuous desires
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and feelings’ (2006, 70). Ross identifies morally good actions as those that arise from a
desire to do your duty, from a desire to bring into being something good and from a desire
to produce some pleasure or to prevent some pain for another (1930, 160). This second
category, he says, includes actions such as those aiming at improving our own character
and at improving our own intellectual capacity. These desires that bring about morally
good acts are occurrent states, so Ross identifies occurrent virtuous desires as the motives
that bring about virtuous action and then defines virtuous dispositions in terms of these acts
and desires; for example, generosity is a disposition to act generously or to have generous
desires (Ross 1930, 161-2). Hurka takes this view to need an independent definition of a
virtuous occurrent state from which a definition of a virtuous disposition can be derived
(2006, 70). He takes Ross to provide this with his claim that it is a virtuous motive that
means an act is also itself virtuous, rather than the consequences of the action. Under this
position, if an action is done from an occurrent desire to promote the pleasure of another,
the action would be virtuous, regardless of whether the individual regularly has such

desires, i.e. actions done ‘out of character’ still have virtue.

Ross later argues that although the virtuousness of acts is primary, virtuous dispositions
also have some intrinsic value as dispositions (1939, 291-2). Consider again Ross’s
example of selfishness; even if two individuals are not exercising their dispositions, the
mind of the habitually selfish person is intrinsically worse than that of the unselfish person.
Ross says that it is not just ‘acts of will, desire, and emotion’ that are morally good, but
also ‘relatively permanent modifications of character even when these are not being
exercised’ (1939, 291-2). Hurka interprets Ross as thinking that the value of the occurrent
acts and desires that arise from these dispositions will always be greater than the value of
the dispositions themselves, hence his claim that the occurrent states are primary (2006,
73). Hurka also thinks Ross says that the value of these individual occurrent states is
independent of any consistent trait. That Ross argues that dispositions have some intrinsic
value gives them value over and above the instrumental value whereby having such a

disposition makes the individual more likely to act virtuously or to have virtuous desires.

This leads to the fourth problem with this view. Hurka claims that the value of the
occurrent acts and desires that arise from virtuous dispositions will always be greater than
the value of the dispositions themselves, hence his claim that the occurrent states are
primary. Although the occurrent states may well be temporally primary in the sense that it

is necessary that an individual has acted in a certain way for the disposition to be attributed
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to them, i.e. the action must come first, it is not clear that we value particular virtuous
actions more than virtuous individuals; the actions are not primary in an evaluative sense.
Do we value the kindness found in an individual action, such as helping an old lady with
her shopping, over and above the kindness of the individual doing the helping? I would

suggest not; if we value kindness, we value the kindness of individual actions and the

kindness of individual agents equally.

Of course acts can be evaluated without reference to the character of the individual as
Hurka suggests. He argues that there is no evaluative difference between two acts with the
same occurrent motive of desiring another’s pleasure for its own sake, where one motive is
grounded in a stable character trait and the other is not (2006, 73). What is at issue is the
role that stable character traits are playing if it is the evaluation of occurrent motives and
acts that is primary. There is a sense in which the occurrent states come first as it is
necessary that an individual has acted in a certain way for the disposition to be attributed to
them. Although the individual acts are essential for the disposition to exist in the
individual, the disposition is essential to link the individual acts together into a structured

whole and the whole is often relevant to evaluation of particular acts.

Finally, in everyday moral discourse we do regard both actions and character as having
moral value. We often do want to attribute general traits to people and do not tend to see
these general traits as simply a function of the previous actions that they have performed,
but as having value themselves. We often do attribute general traits to people and take
these attributions to be good explanations of why an individual acts in a certain way. If
using a character trait to explain George’s action, we would say ‘George did that because
he is courageous when sailing in rough weather with his friends’. It is common to take this
particular action as an example of his general trait. In everyday discourse we often do
assume that people have these general traits and that they explain particular actions,

challenging Hurka’s intuition that in everyday discourse we derive these general

judgements from the particular actions.

What is thus far unclear is how the particular actions add up to the overall dispositions. 1
agree with Hurka’s claim that when we make everyday global judgements about virtue,
such as saying that ‘a given person is brave or has the standing trait of generosity’ we often
derive those judgements from ‘local judgements about the virtuousness of particular acts,

desires, and feelings’ but wish to deny his claim that those states’ virtuousness is
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‘independent of any tie to dispositions’ (2006, 74). I agree that sometimes our everyday
evaluations of actions as virtuous do not consider that the virtuous action has to issue from
a stable disposition. But, and this is the crucial issue, how might the individual actions add
up to general dispositions? That dispositions only have derivative value, merely

comprising the relevant individual acts, does not follow our everyday moral language.

We pick out patterns of behaviour in individuals that are relevant to our evaluation of
particular actions. For example, consider the action of walking past someone who needs
help because the agent is in a hurry. First, is this hurrying a feature of that particular
situation or a characteristic of the person? It is possible for a situation to be engineered
such that the agent is made to be in a hurry.® However, it is also possible for being in a
hurry to be characteristic of the individual. If they are the type of person to be disorganised
or to take on too many commitments, then it may be characteristic of the person that they
be in a hurry. So, in answer to the first question, the fact that someone is hurrying can be a
feature of the particular situation, or his hurrying can be characteristic of the person, or

both, where the distinction between person and situation is blurred.

Secondly, does this question matter for our evaluation of that particular action? It is
relevant to our evaluation of the action of walking past someone in need of help whether
this is part of a regular pattern of behaviour. This becomes apparent if we consider
attributions of blame. We may blame an individual less for acting in this way if the agent is
rarely in a hurry and this action is out of character, whereas we may attribute more blame
to an individual if this action is characteristic behaviour. Although this may on the face of
it look like the same action, it is not possible to fully evaluate the action in isolation from
the person. The degree of viciousness of the action is affected by both features of the

particular situation and general characteristics of the person.

Conclusion

To summarise, I agree that virtuous dispositions also have some intrinsic value as
dispositions. This becomes clear in Ross’s example of selfishness; even if two individuals
are not exercising their dispositions, the mind of the habitually selfish person is
intrinsically worse than that of the unselfish person (1939, 291-2). It is clear that in

everyday moral discourse, we regard both actions and character as having moral value. We

¢ John Darley and Daniel Batson create such a situation in their research based upon the Good Samaritan
parable in the Bible (Darley and Batson 1973). This will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter,
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often do want to attr_ibute general traits to people and do not tend to see these general traits
as simply a summary of the previous actions that they have performed, but as having value
themselves. I disagree with the claim that the occurrent states are primary because they
always have a greater value than the disposition from which they arise. I shall return to the
question of how the individual actions add up to general dispositions in more detail later to
explain why we value the dispositions over and above the individual actions, challenging

the view that all we really care about are the actions.

I propose that as an alternative to understanding character traits as dispositions, that
statements of character take a narrative form. In chapters seven to ten I will develop the
argument that character traits have an explanatory, and therefore causal, role because they
have the same form as the narrative story that explains why I act in a certain way. For
example, my helpful action may traditionally be explained by my desire to help coupled
with an appropriate belief. However, there is a narrative-historical explanation as to why I
have this particular belief and desire in this specific situation. Under this interpretation, the
character trait of being kind has a causal relationship with behaviour because its
description is the story that explains what causes me to think and feel in certain ways,
which leads me to act in certain ways. This position allows character traits to have an
explanatory role in action whilst allowing a central role for individual acts. Individual acts
will constitute the description of an agent’s character and will constitute the narrative-
historical explanation of particular acts; the distinction between evaluation and explanation

of actions and character becomes blurred, as each is dependent on the other.

Ross defines virtuous dispositions in terms of occurrent acts and desires; for example,
generosity is a disposition to act generously or to have generous desires (Ross 1930, 161-
2). If generosity is a disposition to act generously or to have generous desires, it could be
argued that the concept of a dispositional trait just is a narrative; the narrative describing
the individual’s past behaviour and desires is constitutive of the character trait and
becomes more complex over time. The character trait would not exist over and above the
narrative that may be told about it and the only way to attribute a character trait to an
individual is to tell a story about it. If attributions of a character trait are taken to be
summaries of past behaviour are character traits a narrative construction and not a
disposition? What implications might this have for virtue ethics? Before developing this

idea, I will first consider some objections to the traditional conception of character traits, or

virtues, as dispositions that persist through time.
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Chapter Three: Virtue Ethics and the Fundamental Attribution Error

Introduction

The argumentative aim of this chapter is to summarise challenges to the argument of
Harman that there are no such things as character traits and that in ordinary moral thought
we are making the ‘fundamental attribution error’ in explaining actions as the result of an
individual’s character traits. This is important because if he is correct and there are in fact
no character traits, a character-based ethics is seriously undermined. My methodology is to
consider whether the social psychology experiments provide evidence to support his
argument. I argue that his argument fails for two reasons. First, I argue that the
experimental evidence Harman uses is open to interpretation and that the most sensible
interpretation does not support his conclusions. Secondly, I argue that there is some
ambiguity around the notion of a character trait that needs to be settled to establish whether
the social psychologist has in mind the same phenomenon as the virtue ethicist. I conclude
that Harman’s argument fails because the best interpretation of the situationist position is
that although the experiments may cast doubt on the efficacy of character traits in
determining action, they do not support the claim that there are no character traits at all.
However, two questions emerge from these discussions that remain to be answered: might
a more modest argument based upon this evidence still cause problems for character-based
virtue ethics and, more generally, what is a character trait? This chapter does not aim to
improve on others’ criticisms of Harman. However, after encountering Doris’s argument in

the next chapter, I will add some new criticisms of my own in the subsequent two chapters.

1. The Fundamental Attribution Error

Harman raises a problem as to whether there are stable character traits. He questions
whether it is a person’s character traits that determine his action or whether it is features of
the particular situation. He argues for the extreme view that there are no such things as
character traits and that in ordinary moral thought we are making the ‘fundamental
attribution error’ (1999b, 316). This means that we make the error of ignoring situational
factors and instead assume that actions are the result of someone’s character traits. In
making this argument, he denies that character traits can function as explanations for
action. The argument runs as follows: there is no evidence that people have character traits,

so we are wrong to explain actions on the basis of character traits. In fact, he argues that
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attribution of character traits blinds us to what is really important and may lead us to the

incorrect action.

No moral theorist will deny the importance of the situation and context in explanations of
moral actions. What is at issue here is whether there are character traits or virtues and vices
underlying these actions. Harman defines a character trait as a ‘long-term, stable
disposition to act in distinctive ways’ (1999b, 317). He states that ‘we ordinarily suppose
that a person's character traits help to explain at least some things that the person does. The
honest person tries to return the wallet because he or she is honest. The person who
pockets the contents of the wallet and throws the rest of the wallet away does so because
he or she is dishonest” (1999b, 317). He argues that ‘virtue ethics presupposes that there
are character traits of the relevant sort, that people differ in what character traits they have,
and these traits help explain differences in the way people behave’ (1999b, 319). He thinks
instead that consistent behaviour can be explained without reference to character traits:
‘individuals may behave in consistent ways that distinguish them from their peers not
because of their enduring predispositions to be friendly, dependent, aggressive or the like,
but rather because they are pursuing consistent goals using consistent strategies in the light
of consistent ways of interpreting their social world’ (Harman 1999b, 220-221, quoting
Ross and Nisbett 1991, 20).

Harman uses two experiments to provide evidence for his view that there are no character
traits. In one, John Darley and Daniel Batson conducted research based upon the Good
Samaritan parable in the Bible (Darley and Batson 1973). This parable suggests situational
and personality differences between those who didn’t stop to help and the one who did.
The priest and the Levite were probably thinking about religious matters and in a hurry
whereas the Samaritan could have been thinking about anything and was less likely to be
in a hurry. Darley and Batson decided to test whether it was the case that thinking about a
subject of a religious nature, their personal dispositions or being in a hurry had the greater
influence on whether an individual stopped to help someone. They did this by asking a
group of seminary students to participate in a study on religious education and vocations.
They were first given a questionnaire to test their religious personality. They were then
asked to move to a different building for the second part of the test in which they were to
give a talk. Between these two buildings the subjects passed a ‘victim’ slumped in an
alleyway. It was observed whether and how the subjects helped the victim. The variables

were how much the subjects were told to hurry to the next test and the subject of the talk
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they were to give. Some were to talk about the Good Samaritan parable and the others

about vocations.

The results show that the hurry variable was significantly related to helping behaviour, but
what the subjects were thinking about was not. For low hurry 63% offered to help,
intermediate hurry 45% and high hurry 10%. The determining factor of whether people
stopped and helped was not what subject matter people were thinking about, but whether
they were in a hurry. Harman uses this evidence to defend the position that a disposition to
be helpful would not be enough to predict what a person would do in such a situation; in

fact the particular situation determines how you act.

Harman also cites Stanley Milgram’s experiments on obedience to provide evidence to
support his claim that features of the particular situation are what are more relevant in
determining actions, not character traits (Milgram 1974). There were many variations of
this experiment each raising many issues, but here I shall describe just the variation
Harman refers to. In this version of the experiment a volunteer comes to a laboratory at
Yale University to participate in a study of memory and learning. At the laboratory is an
actor pretending to be another volunteer. They draw lots to determine who is the teacher
and who is the learner, but unbeknown to the real volunteer the draw is rigged so that he is
the teacher. The learner is seated in another room with his arms strapped to a chair and an
electrode attached to his wrist. The experimenter tells them both that this is a study into the
effects of punishment on learning. The learner is given a list of pair words to learn and
recall; whenever he makes an error the teacher is told he must give him electric shocks of
increasing intensity. The teacher is seated in a different room with a generator that has
switches from 15 Volts to 450 Volts, in 15 Volt increments, labelled from slight shock to
severe shock to XXX. Starting at 15 Volts the teacher is told to increase the level each time
the learner makes an error. The learner responds to the shock at 75 Volts with a grunt, at
120 Volts he complains verbally, at 150 Volts he demands to be released and at 285 Volts
he only screams agonisingly, then falls silent from this point onwards. If reluctént to

continue, the teacher is told by the experimenter that he must continue.

In this experiment almost two-thirds of teachers were prompted to give the learner a 450
Volt shock, essentially because they were instructed to do so by an authority figure
Harman states that the intuitive response to these experiments is to conclude that these

people are of bad character, but this has the disturbing result that the majority of people are
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of bad character. He makes this comment because he believes we regularly use people’s
character traits as explanations for their actions. He uses the example of explaining that ’a
person will return a lost wallet because he is honest. Analogously, the teacher shocked the
learner to 450 Volts because he is bad or evil. He claims that the above experiments show
such explanations to be dubious. The teacher did not shock the pupil because he is bad but

because of particular features of the situation.’

The conclusion Harman wants to draw from these experiments is that character traits do
not explain actions, situations do. Lee Ross and Richard Nisbett suggest that it is
situational factors that give the reasons for action; in the Milgram case these are the
stepped nature of the experiment, the difficulty of stopping and the non-sensical situation
(1991, 56-58 quoted by Harman 1999b, 322-23). Harman concludes that we consider these
people to have a character defect, that of destructive obedience. This is interesting, as
presumably obedience is a trait usually to be praised, so he has to bring in the evaluative

term ‘destructive’ to make his point.®

Harman also argues that using character traits to explain action can cloud our judgement as
to the real reasons. He takes the example of violence in the former Yugoslavia and says
that if we attribute this to ethnic hatred rather than understanding how the violence arose
out of the situation, then we will not see all the possible ways of ending the violence
(1999b, 329). He reaffirms his claim that it is better not to talk in terms of character traits
because of the negative effects it can have on how we understand a situation (2000, 224),
However, this is highlighting the difficulties of correctly attributing character traits, rather
than providing an argument for their non-existence. These experiments suggest either that
having a certain character trait is insufficient for the correct moral appreciation of the
particular case, or that character traits do not exist at all. Harman is arguing the latter; his
argument is based upon finding examples of people seemingly acting 'out of character' and

taking this evidence to suggest there are no character traits at all.

7 There may be an issue here related to a divergence between an agent’s explanation of his own action and an
observer’s explanation of that same action. It may be the case that in explaining our own actions we cite
situational reasons, but we tend to explain other’s actions in terms of their character traits. There is thus a
divergence between first personal and third personal explanations.

8 Could we borrow some terminology from Ross (1930, Ch. 2) and argue that obedience is ‘prima facie’ a
good reason to act, but in this case is defeated or outweighed? Or is it that obedience is good except when it
is destructive i.e. we did not have the full statement of the character trait?
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2. Problems with this argument

Jesse Prinz identifies the main responses from virtue ethicists to Harman as either accusing
him of misusing the empirical results or misunderstanding virtue ethics (Pring,
forthcoming). I shall consider these approaches in the two sections below. In the first
section I will consider three ways in which it has been suggested that the data has been
misused. First, that the aim of the experiments was not to prove that character traits did not
exist, so methodologically crucial information is missing from the experiments. Secondly,
that the experiments show a conflict of character traits rather than their non-existence.
Thirdly, that the evidence that people often incorrectly attribute character traits is
consistent with the claims of virtue ethics. In the second section I will consider whether the
virtue ethicist and the social psychologist are operating with the same concept of

‘character’.
i. Misuse of the empirical results

I don’t think the aforementioned intuition that the people in the Milgram experiment are of
bad character is correct. In fact, the results of the experiment are all the more worrying
because the subjects are ordinary people. Similarly, Christian Miller criticises the
conclusion that Harman draws from the Darley and Batson case on the grounds that we
would use the students’ character to predict what they would do only if we had a reason to
believe that they had the relevant character traits, but because we have no grounds for this
assumption, he thinks we would take situational factors into account (Miller 2003). I think
that we consider individuals bad only when they consistently act in such a way across
situations. The Milgram example appears to show a failure of moral wisdom, not that
obedience is always wrong, or that the trait does not exist. This example doesn’t seem to
have proved that the trait of obedience does not exist, just that all agents do not necessarily
have the wisdom to apply it correctly to all situations. I think this experiment in fact shows
that people (across people) have a very stable character trait of obedience, not thaf they
don’t have the trait. This experiment shows that, in general people are obedient,
highlighting the problems of having this characteristic and the depth of knowledge needed
to apply it correctly in a particular situation, not that the characteristic does not exist. We
are criticising people for lack of moral wisdom; i.e. ‘a person with the relevant character
trait has a long term stable disposition to use the relevant skills in the relevant way’

(Harman 1999b, 317); what is failing here is not the long term stable disposition, but the
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ability to use the relevant skills in the relevant way.
a) First problem with the empirical results: the aim of the experiments

In Nafsika Athanassoulis’s response to Harman’s paper she concentrates on the
experiments and how they are used (Athanassoulis 2000). Her first objection is that the
Milgram experiment did not aim to prove that there was no such thing as character traits
(2000, 216). She points out that actually the experiment was designed to investigate the
extent to which people would follow orders that ran contra to their normal moral
inclinations. The experiment did not aim to prove that character traits do not exist. For this
reason, it would not be surprising if this conclusion could not be drawn from the evidence.
In an earlier work Flanagan also makes a similar point, stating that this experiment is about

the conflict between two traits, compassion and obedience (Flanagan 1991, 293-8).

Athanassoulis argues that the conclusion of the experiment is that, in this situation, most
people are obedient, not Harman’s conclusion that there are no character traits (2000, 217).
She thinks that because the experiment was not designed to find differences in character
traits, it has little to say about the long term, which she thinks is inherent in the nature of
what it is to be a character trait. I agree that this experiment shows that the majority of
people in this situation would on one occasion be obedient. We would need to repeat the
same experiment many times with the same people to see if they have a stable character
trait of being obedient. Showing that x amount of people are likely to be obedient in one
situation says nothing about how they may act in another. Harman, however, extrapolates
from the fact that people in general were not compassionate in one situation that people as
individuals do not have the character trait of compassion, but this experiment does not

prove this as it is conducted at the level of people in general and not the individual level.

Gopal Sreenivasan considers this objection in some detail (Sreenivasan 2002). He
introduces the notions of temporal stability and cross-situational consistency used by
psychologists (a distinction also referred to by Miller 2003, 367). Temporal stability refers
to the reliability of a character trait in specific types of situation, for example, the
reliability of cheating in situations where cheating is possible. Cross-situational
consistency refers to the reliability of a character trait across different situations, for
example the reliability of honesty across situations where cheating or stealing is possible.

Generally, psychologists think that there is temporal stability of character traits, but

46



Sreenivasan argues that it is the cross-situational consistency that is important in the
situationist’s case against character traits, as it is these broader traits that are referred to in

virtue ethics (2002, 55).

Sreenivasan argues that the Milgram experiment and the Darley and Batson experiment
only provide evidence of the fundamental attribution error (2002, 52). We make the
mistake of attributing a character trait to someone on the basis of one example. He says
that a character trait can only properly be attributed to someone if you have observed
numerous pieces of evidence. Following from this mistake, people will also make the
mistake of predicting what a person would do if confronted with this situation again, based
on the one example. He identifies a third error as our failure to distinguish between
temporal stability and cross-situational consistency, for example we take one example of
being honest by not stealing as evidence that in situations where the person could lie or
cheat, they would also act honestly. He allows that we may make the fundamental
attribution error, but that this does not determine whether anyone has a character trait, just

that we often attribute them incorrectly (2002, 53-4).

In Harman’s response to Athanassoulis he seems to accept that the Milgram experiment
does not itself challenge the notion of a character trait (2000, 223). He shifts the argument
slightly, making a distinction between the first and third person. He argues that a third
personal observer of the Milgram experiment is likely to attribute the way someone acts to
his character rather than to aspects of the situation. I do not think that Athanassoulis would
have a problem with accepting this; in fact she argues along similar lines, saying that the
experiments show that individuals attribute character traits without sufficient evidence.
The error of ignoring situational factors is compatible with virtue ethics and the existence
of character traits; in fact most virtue ethicists would agree that it is an error to explain

actions solely by reference to character traits.

In a later paper, Harman again admits that these experiments alone do not show that there
are no character traits (2003, 91). He admits that what they show is how important aspects
of a situation can be to how someone acts, as I and others have been arguing. He says that
observers of actions tend to attribute these actions to character traits rather than to features
of the situation and that, therefore, these explanations are erroneous. He emphasises that
there are a large number of experiments, not just those he quotes, that demonstrate the

importance of the situation, the lack of awareness of the situation by observers and the
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tendency towards the fundamental attribution error (2000, 223).° Again, I do not think this
is a problem for virtue ethicists, as the argument is that the experiments miss their target,
highlighting the importance of the situation and the complexity of identifying character
traits, rather than proving that they do not exist. It is the interpretation of the experiments
that is at issue, not the number. This makes it seem possible to argue that the fundamental
attribution error is merely an error of explanation i.e. the error of explaining an action
simply in terms of a character trait, rather than a ‘full’ explanation. This would result in
what constitutes an explanation being at issue, rather than a debate about whether character
traits exist. Later chapters will return to this question of what type of explanation we need

for moral evaluation of actions.

Sreenivasah thinks that it is the one cross-situational experiment that Harman briefly refers
to that may provide evidence against broad character traits.'” The Hugh Hartshorne and
Mark May experiments into honesty found that there were very low average correlations of
-13 between stealing and lying, .13 between stealing and cheating, and .31 between lying
and cheating (Hartshorne and May 1928). Overall, they found only a .23 correlation
between any pairs of honesty related behaviour measures.!" Sreenivasan claims that we
have to make two assumptions for this experiment to provide evidence against cross-
situational character traits. The first assumption is that, for example, the .13 average
correlation applies to an individual case i.e. that a particular individual who steals has a .13
chance of also lying. He argues that we need to make this assumption because the results
of the experiment are aggregated across the group that the experiment was conducted on,
thus an average .13 correlation between stealing and lying does not exclude the possibility
that there are some, although obviously not many, for whom the correlation was much
higher. He points out that the aggregated results do not provide an obstacle for some virtue
theories in which only some people will have full virtue, with most ordinary people
varying in degree of virtue. He claims that the second assumption we have to make is that
the ‘behavioural measures properly operationalize the character trait honesty’, by which he

means we need to be clear how we understand honesty as a cross-situational character trait

(2002, 56).

Sreenivasan continues to discuss three issues, all of which provide objections to the

® 1 will consider some of these additional experiments in the next chapter.

' Harman refers to this experiment at 1999b, 326

"' Sreenivasan explains that this type of correlation across situations is measuring the consistency between ‘a
set of behavioural responses to one relevant situation and another set of behavioural responses to a second
relevant situation’ (2002, 49).

48



relevance of the Hartshorne and May experiment to cross-situational character traits. The
first of which is whose specification of which behaviours are honest and which situations
call for honesty is important? He uses an example of an individual who believes ‘finders
keepers’, so does not regard taking some loose change as stealing, which makes this action
consistent with his honesty, whereas the experimenters do not take his beliefs into account
and simply regard the behaviour of taking some loose change as stealing and evidence that
he is not honest across situations. The second issue he discusses is the relevance of the
behaviour in assessing honesty (2002, 58-9). He suggests that pocketing some loose
change is not a paradigmatic case of theft and perhaps a clearer cut situation such as

shoplifting would perhaps result in higher correlation.

The third iésue he raises is that character traits as found in a virtue theory are not merely
responses to situations, but are responses to a reason for action in a situation (2002, 59). He
uses two examples to make his case. One is again the Hartshorne and May experiment,
where in their lying situation, the lie stops another child getting into trouble. He again
claims that this is not a paradigm case of lying, as preventing another child getting into
trouble could provide a greater reason for action, so action in this case is not a good
behavioural measure of honesty, unless we conceive of an honest person as someone who
always acts honestly regardless of the reasons for action in the particular situation. The
second example he uses is helping someone in distress, which is paradigmatic
compassionate behaviour. He argues that one instance of not helping does not count
against them being compassionate or show that they are inconsistent, as the reason to help
can be defeated: ‘Whenever that reason is defeated, failure to help someone in distress is
perfectly consistent (in that case) with the trait of compassion’ (2002, 60). Thus even a
cross-situational experiment such as this does not provide clear evidence against the

existence of character traits.

In summary, what concerns are raised here? First, that the experiments only provide
evidence of the fundamental attribution error, but that this error is consistent with fhe
existence of character traits. Secondly, issues as to how a character trait or situation is
described have been raised. This relates to questions around what sort of explanation of
action is needed for moral evaluation. The agent’s beliefs or reasons for action will be of

central importance to my later claims about what is important for an explanation of action,
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b) Second problem with the empirical results: conflicting character traits

Rachana Kamtekar objects that Harman does not consider that the experiments may show
conflicting character traits, for example compassion versus obedience, so whatever action
the individual undertook he would have been acting against one of his character traits
(2004, 473)."? As she points out, even though there is only one action that can result in any
situation, how one individual arrived at this action will differ from the next. The post-
experiment reflections cited by Milgram demonstrate this. Harman would accept this point,
but does not view it as a challenge to his argument. He claims that all differences in how
people act can be explained without reference to character traits (2000, 223). He further
argues in a later paper that even if there are character traits such as obedience and
promptness, these general traits cannot explain the differences in the behaviour observed in
the above experiments (2003, 91). He gives the example of the difference in obedience
displayed by someone who immediately shocks someone at the highest level and someone
who is incrementally led to do this. I am not convinced by this example, as it is not his trait
of obedience that would explain the difference between someone who shocks the pupil at a
high level immediately and someone who is led to it incrementally, but the interaction of
his trait of obedience with all his other traits, as well as his feelings, reasons and beliefs,
Again, this issue with the use of the empirical results raises questions about what type of

explanation of action is required.
¢) Third problem with the empirical results: over-optimism

Athanassoulis makes a further objection that the experiments show that people are over-
optimistic in their attribution of character traits, not that they do not exist. She continues to
argue that Harman’s paper is useful in that it points out the problem of attributing character
traits when you do not have enough evidence (2000, 218). She thinks that these
experiments provide evidence of the Aristotelian concepts of virtue, continence,
incontinence and vice. In the case of a continent person, although they may act in the same
way as a virtuous person, this was a result of a conflict between reason and desire, and so it
is possible to confuse the continent with the virtuous. She claims that the virtuous person
has character traits, or long term stable dispositions, but the continent person does not. The
virtuous person has the right reasoning and desires, but the continent and incontinent

persons face the battle between right reasoning and their desires. She also adds that the

12 Athanassoulis (2000) also argues that the Milgram experiment does in fact show that there are differences

between people as they react to the pressurised situation in different ways.
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continent and incontinent persons are much more common as these stages are part of our
moral development. She continues to link this back to the experiments cited by Harman
(2000, 219). She argues that the experiments concentrate only on outward behaviour and
not the long term stable character traits behind the action, so it is impossible to distinguish
between the virtuous, continent, incontinent and vicious. She argues that depending on the
level of an individual’s moral development, they will find it easier or harder to resist

influence and, as the experiments focus on single events, they can tell us nothing about

this.

Athanassoulis reinterprets the Darley and Batson experiment as showing how the situation
can affect the manifestation of character traits, not that the situation directly affects action
(2000, 219). She argues that people who do not act with compassion when in a hurry are
not fully virtuous; a fully virtuous person will always act compassionately, despite external
factors and she does not think that it matters for the virtue theorist if there are very few, or
even no, people ‘who are fully virtuous. In common with Athanassoulis’ paper, Miller
agrees that becoming fully virtuous involves a struggle in overcoming character defects
and situational distractions, which indicates that most of those in the Milgram experiments
were not fully virtuous. He claims that the best conclusion that can be drawn is that people
fall short of being fully virtuous and that this is not a problem for virtue ethicists because
full virtue is hard to obtain (2003, 379). Athanassoulis presents some different explanations

of why people acted as they did in the Darley and Batson experiment:
..student A did not help because he wrongly judged that being on time was a greater moral
requirement than giving assistance, an error in judgement, whereas student B did not help
because although he realised that he was morally obliged to help he could not resist the self-
centred desire to present his lecture, a conflict between his reason and his desire. It may even
be the case that student C who did help did not really exhibit the virtue of kindness, as his
motive was to be recognised as a hero by the student newspaper for his act (2000, 219-20).

These examples of possible explanations highlight the limitations of the experiment in
discovering the grounds for an individual’s action. Her conclusion is that these
experiments suggest that we may attribute character traits to people too easily and without

enough evidence. She argues that this conclusion is consistent with our ordinary thinking

and with the experiments cited by Harman.

Miller also makes the point that the social psychology experiments give evidence that
observers tend to underestimate the effect of the situation, but that this does not cause

problems for virtue ethics and does not provide evidence that character traits do not exist
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(2003, 371). He thinks that the Milgram experiment causes problems for a virtue ethicist
only if they believe that if someone has a virtuous character trait, they will display it on
every occasion that calls for it. He does not think that a virtue ethicist would have such a
strong, implausible account (2003, 378). Kamtekar also highlights the problems inherent in
the experiments that focus on one character trait. By taking a character trait in isolation the
experiments are failing to take into account how other character traits may affect or be
affected by the situation. She thinks that the experiments make the assumption that if
someone has a character trait, it will always be displayed in any relevant situation. She
argues that this is an unreasonable claim to make, pointing out that we do not commonly

take, for example, one instance of not being helpful as evidence that someone is not a

helpful person (2004, 475).

In response, Harman points out that many of the people who do not agree with the
conclusions that he draws from the Milgram experiments interpret the results as showing
that most people are of weak character or will not be compassionate under pressure, when
in fact every person in the initial experiment applied shocks in excess of what was
expected prior to the experiment (2000, 225). Kamtekar draws attention to the fact that
Harman dismisses the possibility of everyone having the character trait of destructive
disobedience without argument (2004, 468). Athanassoulis also comments that Harman
does not explain why ‘destructive obedience’ cannot be a character trait (2000, 217). The
paper appears to be reliant on the fact that we would not want to attribute this character
trait to such a large percentage of, or all, people and that it plays on this intuition to cast
doubt on the existence of character traits. Harman plays on our horror that so many people
can act in a way that seems morally abhorrent and that we don’t want to believe that so
many people are ‘bad’. However, it is not true of all the subsequent Milgram experiments
that everyone displayed the trait of obedience; for example, two people in the Bridgeport
version of the experiment refused to give even the smallest shock (1974, 61). Miller also
criticises the conclusion that Harman draws from the Milgram experiment on these
grounds. He thinks that Harman does not make it clear what character trait is supposed to
be lacking and does not explain why he does not think that those who do not comply were

exercising compassion and those who do comply were being obedient (2003, 369).

Harman concludes from his evidence that virtue ethics rests on an error because there are
no character traits. I don’t think that these experiments alone will convince a person who

thinks that character traits exist to change his mind. For example, Flanagan considers all
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the experiments Harman refers to and does not regard them as evidence for non-existence
of character traits (1991, 293-298). Flanagan argues that character traits are ‘highly context ’
sensitive’ i.e. that they are only appropriate in certain situations and even when appropriate
may still be affected by other situational factors (1991, 280-1). Athanassoulis concludes
that although experiments in social psychology raise interesting questions and highlight the
importance of other factors in moral judgement, they do not threaten virtue ethics. She
argues that even if there is less consistency in character traits than we commonly think, this
does not undermine the principles of virtue ethics (2000, 217). The notion of having a
certain character trait means we 'for the most part' act in accord with it. There will of

course be exceptions when other factors cause us to act in other ways,

In summary, these concerns that the evidence does not conclusively show that there are no
character traits raise some interesting questions. The evidence suggests that we do make
the fundamental attribution error. The fact that we make this error will have implications
for using character traits to explain action. What do we demand of an explanation of
action? And what role do character traits and situations have in explanations of action?
These concerns also illuminate confusion as to what exactly a character trait is that merits

further investigation, which will be addressed in later chapters. How is a character trait to

be distinguished from the situation?
ii. Misunderstanding Virtue Ethics

Other criticisms focus on whether the situationist arguments misunderstand virtue ethics, It
can be inferred from the situationist argument that character traits, even if they exist, are
not reliable guides as to how people will act in a given situation. Every situation is
different from the next and if it is the situation that explains your action, then your action is
not a demonstration of any character trait that you may possess. How you act in one
situation does not reliably say anything about how you will act in another. However, an
assumption seems to be made that for a character trait to be reliable we must be able to
predict \;vhat someone would do in any particular situation. But this requirement is tdo
strong. Of course there are times when you act ‘out of character’. It appears that, in the
Milgram experiment and the Darley and Batson experiment, the one occurrence of acting
unhelpfully or obediently does not immediately identify you as a morally repugnant

person.
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Harman clarifies that if his arguments for the non-existence of character traits succeeds, it
delivers a fatal blow to a certain conception of virtue ethics in which the agent is striving to
obtain the character traits that a virtuous agent would have (2000, 224). If there are no
character traits, it makes no sense to strive to obtain something that does not exist. Maria
Merritt thinks that the attacks on ‘virtue ethics’ are misplaced, as there is not a single
conception of virtue ethics (2000, 367). She thinks many of the situationist attacks on
virtue ethics approach it as the view that we work out the right thing to do by imagining
what the virtuous person would do (2000, 369). She agrees that this may be a useful tool in
difficult situations, but, as argued in Chapter One, deliberation about the right action is not .
traditionally the primary concern of virtue ethics; the primary purpose is to answer
questions about how one should live (2000, 370). She continues to argue that traditionally
virtues are not supposed to help us live by providing paragons about whom we can theorise
to decide on right action; they are supposed to help ourselves be ‘reliably responsive’ to
situations (2000, 371). She argues that reflection on paragons has to be a secondary
purpose: ‘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’ (2000, 371).

What is meant by a character trait according to the virtue ethicist and the social
psychologist? Julia Annas defines virtues as character traits that are ‘dispositions to act,
think and feel in certain ways, which are taken by the agent to be the way they are, their
character’ (2003, 21). She contrasts this with the character traits we find in the
experiments, where it is a disposition to produce behaviour, enabling prediction of future
actions, making no reference to the person’s reasons (2003, 23). Miller defines the
character traits referred to by Harman as being long term dispositions, involving habits,
which are broad and explanatory. He argues that although this list may be necessary for a
virtue ethicist it will not be sufficient for their richer concept of virtue. This is similar to
Kamtekar’s argument that the type of character trait attacked in these experiments is not
the same concept as the one commonly used in virtue ethics. She thinks that the
experiments concentrate on individual dispositions, considered independently from how
people reason, whereas the concept used in virtue ethics is more holistic, taking into
account character as a whole and how people reason, giving rise to a set of non-conflicting
motivations. Inconsistency in behaviour is explained by the not fully virtuous character
being swayed by conflicting desires or beliefs rather than the non-existence of character

traits. Kamtekar provides a different view of what a character trait is by appealing to an

interpretation based largely on Aristotle (2004, 477-486). She argues that the traditional

54



view of virtues is that they are character traits enabling an individual to respond
appropriately to any situation, not to display particular behaviour associated with the
character trait in any situation. She argues that Aristotle does not think virtue or vice
necessitates particular actions, but that they are character traits that ‘incline us to act in
particular ways’ and that these character traits are not by themselves explanatory (2004,
479). She also makes it clear that central to the Aristotelian concept of virtue is practical

wisdom i.e. virtues are not merely character traits to do certain acts, but involve reasoning

to do these acts appropriately (2004, 480).

Annas agrees with Kamtekar and others, such as Sreenivasan and Miller, who claim that
situationists are wrong about character traits; they attack the view of social psychologists
that character traits are dispositions to cause unreflective behaviour. She criticises the
notion of a character trait found in the experiments, because she thinks that we do not
discover our own character traits by predicting what we may or may not do in given
situations. She questions why these accounts do not consider factors such as the
individual’s reasons for action (2003, 23). Her main interest, however, is investigating
what effect situationism has on virtue, with virtue defined as a reliable, habitual
disposition. She defines situationism as making a distinction between the person and the
situation as explanatory factors and that it is the situation that has the explanatory role. She
also defines what we mean by a situation, identifying it as ‘an event with features to which
a person is (or is not) sensitive at a particular time and place’ (2003, 22). She makes it clear
that virtue is not a habit, as these are mindless; a virtuous disposition is exercised by
practical reasoning. She uses an Aristotelian claim that virtue is a disposition that is built
up by making choices and not just 2 summary of past actions.”” She adds further that this
disposition is used in making choices. She uses the example of an honest person not taking
something that is not hers to illustrate her point; this action is not a predictable reflex

caused by habit, but a decision that is driven by her honesty and that further establishes her
honesty (2003, 24-25).

She breaks ciown the claim that virtue is a ‘disposition to do the right thing for the right
reason in the appropriate way’ into two parts, the affective and the intellectual (2003, 25).
She describes the éffective part as the sensitivity to the fact that someone may do the right
thing but have varying feelings. She takes the example of classical virtue theories that

claim the fully virtuous person always acts without feeling contrary inclinations (2003, 25).

B Later chapters will build on this idea that virtuous traits are more than a summary of past actions.
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She describes the intellectual part of virtue as acting for the right reason and that reason is
identified because she has a character that enables her to understand the situation correctly
(2003, 25). She develops the picture of virtue within the classical virtue ethics tradition by
discussing how we learn to be virtuous (2003, 25-6). She says we start by learning from
others, then begin to reflect on what we have learnt to try and unify our judgements and
actions, or, in other words, virtue ‘requires experience and practice’ (2003, 25). She
continues to argue that having ethical expertise involves an understanding of what we do

and is similar to other sorts of practical knowledge, such as building expertise.

The point of this elaboration of virtue is to make it clear that ethical expertise is sensitive

to situations:
It is only the absolute beginner who does what he does because he has been told to do so, or is
copying the expert, and who acts in a way which is not sensitive to the specific demands of the
situation. As soon as he develops understanding of what he is doing, he brings to each situation
an understanding of what he should do which has been built up by practice, but is active and
responsive to what needs to be done now, in this situation (2003, 27).

She uses this conception of virtue to show that the notion of character traits as dispositions
to reliably produce behaviour regardless of the situation used by situationists is not the
same as virtue (2003, 27). She elaborates two reasons why this is not the case. First, virtue
is not a disposition that causes behaviour, but a disposition to decide and, secondly, it is a
disposition to respond to features of a particular situation, not act blindly. She makes the
point that we will not be able to predict what someone will do unless we have built up the
same level of understanding, through experience, as the individual concerned. She says
that we must have an understanding of the way an individual thinks: ‘When we have no
background knowledge of a person, and in particular know nothing whatever about her
views on honesty in various different kinds of circumstance, how could we expect to

foresee accurately what she will do?’ (2003, 28).

Annas argues that virtue requires attention to the situation, so is not dissimilar to what the

situationist is telling us (2003, 28). She says the situationists underestimate the intellectual

part of virtue:
The virtuous person not only judges what is the right thing to do, he does this from
understanding, something which enables him to criticize the judgements he originally started
from, and to explain and give reasons for the judgements he makes. He does this in the light of
an understanding of his life as a whole and the workings of both the virtue in question and

other virtues to which the situation is relevant (2003, 28).
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Prinz is not convinced by this argument, as he thinks that subjects in the experiments do
deliberate about what to do and exercise their rationality (Prinz, forthcoming). He argues
that if character traits or virtues are a skill used in practical reasoning then they should be
available in these cases. He uses the example of justice in the Milgram case, defining the
disposition of caring about justice as understanding what actions are unjust and
understanding the conditions under which it may be necessary to intervene to maintain
justice. He argues that if this disposition was an enduring character trait for some people,
then we should expect to see some evidence of it in the Milgram experiment. He states that

in the initial experiment, no one acted in accordance with this disposition.

He suggests three possible explanations: that no one has that disposition, the disposition is
present but rationally overruled by other beliefs or that the disposition is there but is inert,
all of which, he claims, do not help save virtue theory. I find the first rather a grand leap, as
the first experiment involved a small sample of individuals and the experiments over the
period 1960 to 1963 only involved around 1,000 subjects (Milgram 1974, 1-26).
Admittedly, the vast majority of subjects complied, but there were the two people 1
mentioned earlier who refused to give any shocks at all and I think this is enough to cast

doubt on the conclusion that no one has that disposition as here is some evidence of it.

The other two explanations amount to the same thing i.e. the disposition is there but not
affecting action for whatever reason. Prinz dismisses the second explanation because he
finds it troubling. He thinks that in the experiments, subjects who are obedient or punctual
are making a moral mistake and he thinks it is incorrect to argue that there is a reason (i.e.
being punctual or obedient) for the subject to act as he does. He illustrates his point by
appeal to the Milgram experiment; how can th